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      “I can feel it!” my friend Perren shouted from just a few yards below me. “Today’s the day Rylan loses everything!”

      A few chuckles rose from the others as we all climbed the thick cabristal vines covering the inside of the massive sea cave.

      I grinned as I grabbed the next vine clinging to the damp rock walls. “Everything?”

      “Well…” Perren grinned as he hoisted himself up towards a ledge six feet above his head. “I’ll settle for coming out of this with a bigger harvest than you today.”

      “Not on your life.”

      I hadn’t really been pushing myself at all until he challenged me. I’d always been Rivermeet’s fastest climber, and I wasn’t about to let that change today.

      I gripped the vines and curled my bare toes around the small but sturdy ridges of the cave wall. If Perren wanted to wager on which of us would bring back the most Saltbloom today, I would be glad to take his money.

      Up and to my left, I spied the first white blossom growing on the rock itself. Saltbloom was like moss that way, preferring the dark, damp stone over soil. Those flowers and the cabristal vines lived on the saltwater, which splashed against the rock walls and filled the cave twice as full at high tide. Saltbloom made our village more money than anything else the merchants from neighboring towns bought from us.

      I grabbed a loose vine and gave it a few sharp tugs until it ripped away from the cave wall—just enough that it would take me where I wanted to go. Gripping the vine in both hands, I kicked out from the wall and flew over the water until I landed just below that single blossom.

      Digging my toes into crevices in the stone wall, I drew my knife from my belt and cut the thick stem of the Saltbloom just below the petals. Then I clamped the blade between my teeth just long enough to slip the blossom into the small purse on the other side of my belt. In a few seconds, the knife was back in its sheath.

      I looked back down the cave wall to see Perren hadn’t even reached his ledge for his first bloom.

      “How you doin’ down there?” I asked with a grin.

      He just muttered and kept climbing.

      His annoyance with me made him careless. It wasn’t long before he took a chance he shouldn’t have, slipped, and fell screaming into the sea.

      The other five harvesters in the cave laughed in relief as Perren’s head emerged from the water.

      “You’re supposed to go up, not down,” I joked.

      “Hey, I’m trying to figure it out,” he shouted with a grin. “It’d be a lot easier if you just told me how you do it.”

      “Who would Rylan be without his secrets?” someone else called.

      “Still a lot smarter than Perren,” I teased my friend.

      My jest got another round of laughter, even from Perren himself.

      Smiling, I made my way farther up the cave wall toward another cluster of blossoms.

      Before I could reach them, though, an explosion erupted outside the cave, louder than anything I’d ever heard in my life.

      And after it I heard screaming.

      Perren looked around in panic. “Rylan, what—”

      Without waiting for him to finish, I leapt off the wall and dove into the water beside him, not coming up to the surface again until I’d left the cave altogether.

      When I did come up for breath, I saw three ships in the bay just beyond Rivermeet. They definitely didn’t belong here.

      The long, narrow vessels were black, and the dozens of oars sprouting from the sides looked like legs on a centipede. The black sails spiked and fanned out like the top fin of a bannerfish.

      From one ship’s deck, a huge ball of flame arced high into the sky, followed quickly by two more. The fiery projectiles sailed over the cliffs where we made our homes and exploded into wooden huts with reed-thatched roofs.

      I heard the other men in the cave swimming out to discover what was going on, but I left them behind and swam to a sheer cliff wall rising up from the ocean. Moving quickly, I scaled the rockface like I had thousands of times before. As soon as I pulled myself up over the top, I ran down the slope towards my village.

      By the time I got there, six huts were engulfed in flames. Seven others had started to burn, and many more were in danger as fire raged in and around the village.

      Most of my neighbors had already gathered farther inland, safe from the flaming projectiles launched from the boats—at least for now.

      But some people were still scrambling amongst the burning huts, trying foolishly to put them out.

      “Go inland!” I shouted at my panicking neighbors. “It’s safer there!”

      Most of them left to go join our neighbors—but one woman didn’t move from beside her burning hut. She just screamed as though in agony.

      “Ines!” I shouted over the crackle of burning reeds. “Go with the others!”

      “My children, Rylan!” she screamed as she clutched my arm. “My children are still inside!”

      I didn’t tell her I could help. I didn’t say anything before I used the single most important skill I had—and it wasn’t swimming or climbing.

      I stopped time.

      Well, it wasn’t exactly stopping it so much as slowing it down to a crawl.

      Green light swirled around my hands. Suddenly the flames that ravaged Ines’s hut swayed slowly, like sea anemones in a gentle tide.

      But I didn’t have all the time in the world. I had to hurry.

      Lurching through the hut’s fiery doorway, I found Ines’s two boys huddled on the floor in the back. The younger one’s eyes were shut tight, his mouth open in a scream that sounded like a hollow buzz—at least to me. The older boy just stared in mute panic at the flames threatening to consume them.

      I scooped them both up in my arms, shielded them from the flames as I leapt from the hut, and released my hold on time.

      The roof collapsed just seconds later.

      Ines sobbed with joy and snatched the youngest child from my arms, burying his head against her chest. I set the other on the ground and slipped his hand into his mother’s.

      “Go back with the others!” I shouted, pointing inland to where everyone else had retreated. Ines just nodded tearfully, and then she and her children ran to safety.

      There was still more to do, but my powers had limits. I could only slow the world around me for thirty seconds at most until I had to stop and recover for several minutes.

      But I’d only spent fifteen seconds in Ines’s cottage, maybe even less. If there was anyone else who needed help, I could get to them with my powers—hopefully before it was too late.

      Running between the burning huts, I peered into every burning doorway.

      “Anyone else here?” I shouted over the crackling of the fire, but got no answer—until I heard the screeching wail of an infant.

      I followed its screams to a burning hut. Green light sparked around my hands, and suddenly the flames looked like glass taken hot and glowing from a kiln.

      I stepped past the fire into the hut. Inside, the baby lay swaddled in a blanket next to its mother’s slumped body. The roof’s center beam had collapsed and apparently knocked the woman unconscious.

      I hoisted the mother over my shoulder, then picked up the baby as gently as I could.

      Unfortunately, that’s when time ran out.

      The scalding heat returned full-force as the flames licked hungrily all around us. With a grunt, I carried the woman and her child as I barreled out the fiery doorway.

      I didn’t stop to check if the woman was all right—I just ran as fast as I could for my neighbors. When I reached everyone else, I handed the screaming child off to someone who would know what to do with it, and lowered the unconscious woman to the ground.

      As soon as I laid her down, I recognized her. Her name was Maru—Perren’s wife.

      My friend came running through the crowd and collapsed to his knees by Maru’s side. He wept openly as she stirred and looked up at him.

      Misunderstanding his tears, she cried out frantically, “The baby?!”

      “Shhhh, it’s fine, she’s safe,” Perren said as he clasped his wife’s face. “Rylan saved her. He saved you both.”

      They both wept and looked at me with heartfelt gratitude.

      I just smiled back at them. “You would have done the same for me.”

      I turned away from them to look back out to sea, where the three black ships were advancing closer towards the shore.

      I felt a rising tide of hopelessness within me. I had no idea what the attackers wanted, and my village was virtually helpless. There were dozens of strong men in Rivermeet, yes, and I had my time-shifting abilities, but that wasn’t enough to stop three ships of war.

      Suddenly I heard the galloping thud of horses’ hooves, and I turned away from the ships.

      Two strangers on horseback were racing towards Rivermeet like their lives were in danger, too.
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      The riders reined in their horses and came to a halt. A thirty-something man in black robes with purple embroidery dismounted from the largest horse. He had shoulder-length brown hair, a short beard, and pale skin.

      “Who are you?” I demanded.

      “Stay here,” he grunted, then headed for the burning remains of my village.

      The way he treated me—like a nobody unworthy of his time—rankled me to no end. I might have chased after him and given him a piece of my mind if I hadn’t been distracted by the rider getting off the other horse.

      She was an incredible beauty from the Outer Isles: dusky skin, long black hair, almond-shaped eyes. She looked to be about my age, roughly twenty. She wore grey robes trimmed in yellow, and her eyes swept over me from head to toe. They lingered longer than necessary on my bare chest.

      That is, until the other rider shouted, “Shala! With me!”

      Shala smiled at me briefly, then raced after her companion.

      Of course I wasn’t going to just let them march their way through Rivermeet without an explanation, so I ran after them, too.

      When I reached them, the strangers were standing on a cliff looking out at the black ships. Just as I was about to speak, the man said to the woman, “Goblin warships. Grand Master Arjen was right.”

      “That’s impossible,” I said. “There haven’t been goblins in these parts in over fifty years.”

      I’d never seen goblins myself, but I’d heard plenty of old-timers tell stories of the vicious wars that had raged decades before I was born.

      The man scowled at me. “I told you to stay back.”

      “This is my village,” I snapped. “I do as I please.”

      “Then take care not to get yourself killed,” the man said as another fiery projectile exploded a dozen yards behind us.

      I noted that the fireball had come from the farthest ship of the three. In fact, all the fireballs had.

      I shook my head in dismay. “If these are goblins, why are they invading Rivermeet?”

      “It’s not just goblins,” the man answered. “They’re with the Dark Alliance.”

      I’d heard of the Dark Alliance, mostly in the tales of traders from far-off lands. An army of orcs and goblins, their number was supposedly legion.

      Their leader went only by the title of the Overlord. Legend said he was the last saurid—a reptilian race that had died off a century ago—and that he dealt in secret alliances with human kings. That he meant to turn them against their own kind. Some even said the Overlord could control the minds of the weak.

      I doubted it all, from the army to the Overlord himself. I’d never seen any evidence of it, and traders were known for their tall tales over pints of beer. As far as I knew, the Overlord was a myth to frighten children into obeying their elders.

      Yet this man seemed to believe all of it.

      I started to tell the stranger that Rivermeet had nothing this mythical Overlord could possibly want, but the stranger spoke before I could.

      “Now, Shala!” he shouted.

      Shala raised her hands, and circular patterns of yellow light flared around her hands.

      The air in front of us shimmered, and suddenly I was looking through a twelve-foot ring of yellow sparks. Within that ring I no longer saw the blue ocean, but something completely different.

      It looked like a massive stable, dimly lit, with a gigantic mound of hay piled against one stone wall.

      I leaned in for a closer look—that is, until two wyverns emerged from a wooden stall and gave a terrifying shriek.

      I’d seen wyverns before, though only at a great distance. They were cousins of dragons, and adults generally measured about fifteen feet from nose to tail. They had legs and wings, but no arms.

      One other thing I knew about wyverns: they feasted on human and beast alike.

      I drew my knife as I stumbled backwards from the sparking circle in the air. If the creatures came at me, I would make sure I was their last meal.

      The second the wyverns launched through the portal, the man beside me threw out his hand. His fingers glowed purple with circular patterns, and the wyverns’ eyes instantly glowed with the same purple hue.

      Both animals darted into the sky and spiraled down towards the three black ships.

      Shala let out a frustrated groan as the sparking circle collapsed on itself and disappeared. “I’m sorry, Master Merrick. Even with Master Lammel’s help, it’s a strain at this distance.”

      Apparently the man’s name was Merrick.

      “Your power will increase with time,” he said. “Prepare for the next portal.”

      I glanced at the wyverns soaring over the ocean, then looked at Merrick in shock. “You’re a beast mage!”

      I’d thought beast mages were about as real as the Overlord.

      Merrick’s eyes darted over to me. “Yes. And if you want to save what little of your village remains, you’ll stop interrupting my concentration.”

      The wyverns had reached the goblin ships, and they swooped down over the black vessels with a horrible screech.

      A volley of arrows launched into the sky toward them, but the wyverns slipped past the attack with surprising ease.

      Then the farthest ship unleashed another burst of fireballs, one of which struck the nearest wyvern and sent it flailing into the ocean.

      “Damn it,” Merrick grunted. “That fire mage is too fast at close quarters.”

      “If someone stopped the fire mage,” I said, “could you force the ships to retreat?”

      “Yes, but there’s no—”

      I took off running at full speed.

      “What are you doing?!” Merrick yelled, but I never looked back.

      I reached the edge of the cliff, leapt from the edge, and dove sixty feet into the water.

      I knew the cliffs and the depths around them like the back of my hand. After all, I’d been jumping off them nearly my entire life.

      I plunged into the ocean and immediately began to swim.

      Diving for pearls had stretched my lungs over the years, and I could hold my breath longer than any other man in Rivermeet. I could definitely hold it long enough to get to those ships without anyone seeing me.

      Since the start of their attack, the ships had drawn even closer to the shore. In less than four minutes, I swam under the first one, then the second.

      The water was clear as glass. I hoped none of those goblins were smart enough to scan beneath their ships as they attacked the shoreline.

      Over to the side, I saw the dead wyvern sinking slowly towards the ocean bottom. Its lifeless eyes had lost their purple glow, and they stared at me eerily as I swam.

      When I reached the third ship—the one with the fire mage—I surfaced between the hull and the oars and took a gasping breath. Luckily the sound was drowned out by the ship creaking, the splash of the oars, in the water, and all the shouting above me.

      “There’s the other damn beast!” a rasping voice croaked. “Fire!”

      More fireballs erupted from the deck, though the wyvern managed to avoid them.

      I waited a few seconds until my breathing slowed, then steeled myself.

      If I was going to do this, I had to do it now.

      I drew my knife, bit down on the blade, then kept my hands underwater to keep the green glow hidden.

      Time slowed at my command.

      I grabbed the nearest oar and hoisted myself up out of the ocean. Water poured off my body, leaving a trail of drops suspended in the air behind me.

      Using the oars, I climbed up and leapt over the ship’s gunwale. It took only fifteen seconds, but I couldn’t afford to waste a single second of my power—so I let go of time and scanned the ship.

      The deck swarmed with goblins. They were just as the old-timers had described: short, green-skinned, warty, and uglier than a boar’s ass.

      At least a third of them were archers, maybe more.

      Standing just in front of me was a hunched goblin wearing dull, copper-colored armor studded with short spikes at the shoulders and hips.

      Beside the ship’s main mast was a human in black robes, orange flames embroidered around the hem and collar. I couldn’t see the man’s face, but that really didn’t matter. He had to be the fire mage.

      Just as I found my target, the ugly brute in commander’s armor turned and caught sight of me.

      “Intruder!” he bellowed. “Enemy aboard!”

      The goblin stood only as high as my chest, which made it that much easier to slam my fist into his gnarled green face.

      As the goblin commander thudded to the wooden deck, nearly every archer on the ship whirled around to face me.

      Some of them just froze and blinked at me with huge, froggy eyes.

      But most of them nocked their arrows and drew back their bowstrings.

      So I slowed time again.

      Dozens of arrows crept away from the goblin bows, moving just an inch a second.

      I had to move. Darting toward the main mast, I removed my knife from between my teeth and stopped just in front of the fire mage.

      He was an ugly bastard—skin pockmarked and red, with a bulbous nose over a mouth of rotting teeth.

      Orange circles of light rotated slowly around his hands, which he was raising to aim at me. Or rather, where I’d been before I’d used my powers.

      I always preferred a fair fight, and stabbing the mage while time was stopped felt particularly unfair.

      But so was attacking my village for no reason.

      These assholes didn’t deserve fair.

      Then I realized how much more damage I could do if I didn’t stab the mage at all.

      I quickly sheathed my knife and wrapped my arms around the ugly man to drag him across the deck. Now he was standing where I had been—right in the path of all those goblin arrows.

      With only a few seconds left before my power gave out, I darted behind a cache of barrels and let time flow again.

      A dozen arrowheads skewered the fire mage, but the thud of their impact was nothing compared to the roar of the fireballs blasting from his hands.

      His goblin allies screamed in agony as they went up in flames. The fireballs bowled them over and hit the starboard gunwale, which caught on fire immediately.

      Part of me wanted to hear the mage’s last gurgling breath, but the sight of him dropping to his knees was satisfying enough.

      The other goblins who hadn’t been burned alive blinked at each other in shock.

      One of them turned back to the fire mage, and the creature’s lips curled up in a furious snarl.

      “You DARE turn on us?!” it screeched, then nocked another arrow and let it fly.

      The arrow pierced clean through the man’s neck.

      The other goblins followed suit, taking out their vengeance on the mage who’d unwittingly used his power against them.

      “Cease fire, you fools!” a voice boomed out.

      I turned to see another human male stalking across the deck. This man wore a black tunic, black breeches, and a long black cloak, but none of it had any colored embroidery that I could see.

      He also wore an eyepatch over his right eye. Having a blind side probably kept him from seeing me crouched behind the barrels.

      It didn’t stop the goblin commander I thought I’d knocked unconscious, though. He stumbled to his feet and caught sight of me.

      “Intruder!” he shouted again, thrusting a crooked knob of a finger at me.

      Six arrows struck the barrel in front of me with a hollow thunk.

      The man with the eyepatch glanced over at me, and I could have sworn he looked like he recognized me.

      “NO!” Eyepatch roared. “I want him ALIVE!”

      I didn’t wait to give them the chance.

      I stopped time and dove over the gunwale back into the ocean.

      As soon as I hit the water, my powers gave out, and time roared back to life.

      No matter; my dive took me deep. Even if the goblins figured out where I had gone, I doubted their arrows could reach this far through the water.

      But something else could.

      A dark, streamlined shape swam towards me from the depths of the ocean.

      The karvok was enormous, with a long snout and crooked teeth jutting out from its upper jaw. Its clawed fins were each twice as long as me.

      My powers were completely exhausted. There was nothing I could do but watch helplessly as it barreled towards me.

      I only had time to see the sea monster’s purple eyes glowing in its head, and then it was upon me.

      Only it wasn’t.

      The gigantic predator swerved around me and kept going.

      It was then that I remembered that karvoks had black, beady eyes—not purple.

      This one was controlled by Merrick.

      I spun round in the water just in time to see the karvok slam against the goblin ship, nearly staving in its hull.

      That was good enough for me.

      When I was sure I was out of the goblin archers’ range, I resurfaced and looked up at the cliff where I’d left Merrick and Shala.

      Another portal opened in the air above the cliffs, and out of it came a manticore. The monstrous beast let out a roar, flapped its wings, and dove down toward the goblin ships.

      Though I’d only seen one manticore before, they weren’t easily forgettable: lion’s body, human face, batlike wings. Its curled tail ended in a bulbous knob with a deadly point like a scorpion’s venomous stinger.

      I watched in awe as it joined the attack on the goblins.

      The ship I had been on had sunk halfway into the water, thanks to the karvok ramming its hull. The rest of it was in flames from the fire mage’s dying spell.

      The remaining wyvern swept down and harrowed the goblin archers, plucking them off one by one and tearing them to pieces.

      The manticore landed on the deck of the center ship, and the whole vessel shuddered beneath its weight. It snapped up goblins in its jaws, impaled them on its stinger, and swatted them over the sides of the ship.

      The karvok did its work on those who fell in the water, ripping them apart and gobbling them down.

      I saw a few survivors scrambling from the sinking vessel to its neighbor, but I was too far away to see how many made it—or if the man with the eyepatch was among them.

      “RETREAT!” I heard a voice scream from the middle ship. “RETREAT!”

      They had no choice. It was either that, or stay and be eaten by the trio of ravenous beasts.

      The oars began to row in reverse, but only half of them moved.

      That was good enough for me. The goblins were retreating with far fewer numbers than they’d brought, and they’d failed at whatever they’d come here to do.

      That thought only raised a new question, though:

      What had the goblins come here to do?

      Burn a tiny fishing village to the ground? What was the point of that?

      I figured that if anyone could tell me, it would be the two strangers on the cliff.

      They had mentioned something about a Master Arjen, who apparently had known about the goblin ships ahead of time.

      But how?

      I swam back towards the shore, intent on asking my questions.
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      That night, my village chose optimism over loss, and celebrated our victories. The goblin ships had retreated, only a quarter of Rivermeet’s homes had been entirely destroyed, and we hadn’t lost a single life.

      I’d helped to build the bonfire myself, which now lit up the center of the village and everyone in it. Including the two mages, who had stayed for the celebration.

      I was the only one not fawning over them. I realized that Merrick and Shala had helped save the village, but I thought someone else might be just a tiny bit suspicious of the convenience of their entrance, or how impeccable their timing had been.

      Apparently I was the only one.

      My neighbors plied the two strangers with food and drink, but the beast mage couldn’t hide his impatience. He kept looking around, distracted, a scowl on his face. Every time someone offered him more roasted goat or ale, Merrick only frowned and said, “No, thank you” —over and over, at least twenty times.

      Shala, though, joined us in celebration. She smiled and played with the children, and clapped and sang along with our songs, and laughed when Perren grabbed me in a bear hug and tearfully proclaimed how proud he was to have Rivermeet’s hero as his friend.

      One of Rivermeet’s heroes, at least. The entire village lauded Merrick and Shala as our protectors, which I couldn’t deny. I might have taken out the fire mage on my own, but turning back the goblin ships would never have happened without all three of us working together.

      And still, something about the mages’ presence here didn’t feel quite right.

      That is, until Shala turned to me with a wide smile, her eyes shining in the firelight.

      Well, at least Merrick hadn’t shown up alone.

      I walked over and sat next to her as my people danced, sang, ate, and laughed all around us.

      “Enjoying yourself?” I asked.

      “You have no idea how much. I don’t get to do things like this often.”

      “Well, you’ll just have to stop more goblin invasions, then,” I joked.

      She laughed. “I guess so.”

      “Speaking of which, what did they come here to do?”

      “Invade, I guess,” she said with a barely suppressed smile.

      I gave her a sardonic grin. “And how did you know they would be invading?”

      “A little bird told me.”

      “A little bird named Arjen?”

      Her eyes widened, and then she smiled. “I wouldn’t call him a little bird.”

      “What would you call him, then?”

      “The Grand Master of the Council of Mages in Evernal.”

      Evernal was the capital city, about two days’ ride from Rivermeet.

      “Is that where you’re from?” I asked.

      “Yes.”

      “The wyverns and the manticore—did they come from Evernal, too?”

      “Yes. Master Merrick keeps a huge stable there with all manner of creatures. We use them when we have to.”

      “And that’s where they return?” I asked. “To the stables?”

      “Yes.”

      “The same way you brought them here, through that portal of yours?”

      “No, they’re trained to fly back over relatively short distances.”

      “I hope you’re not in the habit of using your creatures and then just releasing them.” I said it with a smile, despite the fact that I didn’t much care for the idea of a wyvern roaming free so close to my home.

      Shala chuckled and glanced briefly at Merrick, who was looking dour as ever.

      “I don’t think so,” Shala replied. “Master Merrick loves his animals too much to let them go so easily.”

      “Good,” I said, then added, “You know, I’ve never seen a power like yours before.”

      “Portal magic. Mystic doorways in one place that lead to somewhere else.”

      “And what happens if one of those creatures doesn’t make it through a portal before it closes?”

      “One half makes it through. The other half doesn’t.” Shala winced. “It’s not pretty. I’ve seen it before, but so far it hasn’t happened with one of my portals. Master Merrick has been patient with me through my training.”

      “You keep saying ‘Master.’” I glared at Merrick, who was staring off into the night sky. “Does that mean you’re his slave?”

      Shala gave a hearty laugh.

      “Absolutely not,” she replied, amused at my assumption. “He doesn’t own me. ‘Master’ refers to the level of power he has attained. Masters have Apprentices and train them during missions. They help them grow and develop in the use of their individual magic. That is what I am—an Apprentice. Often on a mission, a Master and an Apprentice have different types of magic, complementary to each other. For instance, my portal magic allows Master Merrick greater freedom to summon beasts into battle, as you saw today.”

      I tipped back my head and studied her, letting myself smile a little. I did very much enjoy the way her eyes lit up when she laughed—even if it was at me.

      “What kind of missions do you go on?” I asked.

      Shala smiled playfully. “Ohhhh, saving fishing villages from goblins… that sort of thing.”

      “Save a lot of them, do you?”

      “That’s practically all we do,” she said in mock weariness.

      I snorted. She was obviously avoiding answering my questions, but at least she was funny when she did it.

      “Have you been to Evernal?” she asked.

      “A handful of times.”

      “The city really does have a lot of amazing things to offer.” Shala reached out and slowly brushed her hand down my arm. “I’d love to show you the palace grounds. That’s where I live. All the mages do.”

      I grinned. “Well then, I know I like at least one person who lives there.”

      Shala laughed, then looked away from me towards the bonfire.

      As she did, I couldn’t help but notice all the not-quite-friendly glances shot our way. Rassi and Elemba stood next to each other; both women were tight-lipped and glaring at me. Orva was talking with her mother, but she kept eyeing Shala with a scowl.

      I knew it was different in other parts of the realm, but in Rivermeet, monogamy was almost nonexistent—that is, until we decided to marry and start a family. I’d shared a bed with all three of these women, plus a few more in the village. None of them had ever been jealous of each other.

      But they were definitely jealous now.

      At first it surprised me. Then I looked at Shala again, and it all made sense.

      She was not only exotic-looking, with her darker skin and almond-shaped eyes; she was also the most beautiful woman I’d ever seen.

      I was willing to bet that was why all the other young women in Rivermeet weren’t smiling at the moment.

      Shala laughed again when Perren tried to drag us out to dance with everyone else. I begged off, but she was just about to join him when Merrick stood up.

      “It’s time for us to go,” the man said loudly—but he was staring at me, not his Apprentice.

      “Then go,” I said. “No one’s stopping you.”

      I would have liked a little more time with Shala, but the beast mage’s rudeness to my neighbors was hugely annoying. I wasn’t about to beg him to stay.

      “You need to come with me, Rylan.”

      Something occurred to me: I’d never told him my name.

      Had it heard it from one of the villagers? Had he asked someone?

      “Come with you where?”

      “To Evernal.”

      I snorted out a laugh. Did he really think he could just tell me where to go and drag me around with him?

      “No thank you. Enjoy your trip, though.”

      Merrick’s scowl darkened. “It’s what’s best for you, Rylan. It’s what’s best for everyone.”

      Best for everyone?

      What the hell was he going on about?

      “I’m staying here,” I snapped. “This is my home.”

      “And what about your duty?” Merrick yelled, so loud that the music of the flutes died, along with the laughter and merriment of everyone around us.

      “That’s what this comes down to, boy,” he continued. “The Dark Alliance will swallow all of Voth unless we do something. Unless you fight with us against the Overlord.”

      I felt my people’s eyes on me. Perren’s infant daughter started to cry—at least, someone’s babe was crying. But nobody said a thing.

      I stood up and stared him in the face. “I told you, I’m staying here.”

      “Think of all the cities and their—”

      A bitter laugh escaped me. “The cities never think about us. They’ve never done a thing for Rivermeet.”

      “They sent us here today,” Merrick countered, and there was a grateful murmur amongst the crowd.

      “And now you’re leaving,” I shot back. “If I leave, what do you think happens to my village?”

      “The same thing that will eventually happen to all the villages in the Unified Kingdoms if you don’t help us. None of them has a time mage to save them. We need you to help us protect them all—including your home.”

      I frowned. “Time mage? What the hell is that?”

      “It’s what you are, Rylan.”

      I wanted to laugh in his face, but somehow, I couldn’t.

      I’d never heard of a time mage. My power had always been a part of me, sure, but I wasn’t a mage. All I did was slow time, and only for a short while. After that, I was all but useless for the next few minutes.

      I wasn’t going to be able to save Voth. I hadn’t even been able to save Rivermeet without help.

      “I think you’re looking for someone else,” I muttered, but the words rang hollow as I spoke them.

      “Our leader, Grand Master Arjen, is a seer,” Merrick said. “He knew you would be here, and he sent us to find you. To intervene before you were killed.”

      A flare of rage lit in my chest.

      “So you didn’t come here to save my people at all, did you?” I spat. “You came here to collect me!”

      “Call it what you will,” he growled, “but you’re coming with me.”

      “The hell I will.”

      “I’m not giving you a choice, boy.”

      Merrick reached out to grab me, but I jerked away and shoved him back.

      A cry of confusion and anger rose from my people. I heard Perren shout that they wouldn’t let anyone take me away.

      “Stay back! I’ll handle this!” I yelled at everyone. Then I locked eyes with Merrick and balled my fists. “Tell you what—let’s fight for it.”

      “Fight for it?” Merrick asked, incredulous.

      “No weapons, no magic, just bare fists. If you win, I’ll come with you. If you lose, you leave and never come back.”

      I was hoping he’d go for it. Over the years, Rivermeet had had its share of visitors who’d heard about our lack of monogamy, stopped in for a drink, and started acting a little too entitled to our women. I’d become a hell of a bare-knuckle brawler because of it—no ‘time mage’ powers necessary.

      Merrick snorted. “Fists are for dockworkers and fishermen, not mages.”

      I opened my arms and sneered at him. “Well, you did find me in a fishing village.”

      Merrick grunted and raised one fist.

      I was ready to bring this to a swift end—

      Then he opened his hand, and a glowing circle of purple light bloomed around his fingers.

      “No!” I yelled. “I’m warning you, if you don’t—”

      The silhouette of some antlered beast appeared in the shadows behind Merrick, its eyes glowing purple in the darkness.

      That was it. I’d warned him.

      I sent my fist crashing into his jaw, and he dropped to the ground.

      “I said no magic!”

      “You fool!” Merrick roared. “I’ve lost control—”

      Then the beast he’d summoned let out a bellow and charged.

      The crowd around me shrieked in terror.

      Before I could slow time, a sparking yellow circle appeared directly in front of the moose. The beast ran straight into it and disappeared into thin air—first its head, then its body, then its hindquarters.

      As soon as it was gone, Shala closed her hand into a fist, and the portal collapsed into nothingness.

      “I hope it can swim,” she muttered.

      I glared at Merrick, still sprawled on the ground. “Feel free to leave now.”

      “We need you, Rylan.”

      “So does my village,” I scowled.

      As Merrick got to his feet, voices around us shouted at him to leave, to keep Rivermeet out of whatever fool war he was planning.

      Merrick looked around at the crowd, and his scowl softened just a little.

      “The Overlord will crush everyone in his path,” he said, lifting his voice so everyone could hear. “The Council of Mages in Evernal needs Rylan. All of the Unified Kingdoms do. This is much, much bigger than any single village.”

      Merrick looked like he might have begged me to come, if forced to. Actually, imagining him begging the entire village was pretty satisfying.

      But I would have still said no.

      “I’m staying,” I said. “And that’s that.”

      Merrick growled, then turned and headed towards the tree line where he’d tied their horses. “Let’s go, Shala.”

      She followed him without a word, though she turned and gave me one last apologetic look.

      I just stood there and watched them mount their horses, then listened as the pounding of hooves faded into the night.
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      The celebration continued with noticeably less enthusiasm. Everyone still ate and drank, talked and laughed, but the music and dancing had ended for the evening.

      I sat staring angrily into the fire until Rivermeet’s prettiest unmarried woman grabbed me playfully by the hand. I hadn’t seen Kass much at all that night. If she’d scowled at Shala like the others, at least she’d done it where I couldn’t see.

      She didn’t say a thing to me as she pulled me through the darkness toward the cliffs. The moon gave us plenty of light to see by, and I was glad for the silence.

      Then she stopped, released my hand, and grinned up at me. “That’s better.”

      “It is,” I replied with a smile.

      Yes, Kass was definitely the best-looking woman in my village—small nose, pretty smile, gently curving hips below a narrow waist.

      But she couldn’t compare to Shala.

      Still, that didn’t lessen my interest as Kass pressed her body against mine.

      “It’s been an odd day,” she said as she slid her hands up my chest.

      I lifted her hair from over her shoulders and let it fall across her back, trailing my hands down her spine until they rested just below her hips.

      “It has,” I agreed.

      She narrowed her eyes at me playfully. “That strange girl best not be stealing our men.”

      Laughing, I pulled her hips closer. “Not tonight.”

      Then I bent to kiss her.

      Over the next half hour I lost myself in Rivermeet’s prettiest girl, the ocean air on our skin, and the hushed crash of the waves below us.

      

      We took our time afterward getting dressed in the dark. Kass kept pausing to look me up and down until I finally had to ask her, “What?”

      She shrugged and lifted her dark hair from beneath the collar of her sleeveless blouse. “I still can’t stop thinking about the mages.”

      I chuckled. “Oh, is that who you were thinking of when you made all that noise earlier? I thought you were louder than usual tonight.”

      “Ha ha,” she said tartly, then leaned in to place a quick kiss on my lips. “I only meant that if you and I settled together, no Outer Isle girl could come galloping in to steal you away.”

      “What about all the other girls, though?” I teased.

      Kass smirked and rolled her eyes. “Them too. As for me, I know I wouldn’t miss anyone if you were the only man in my bed.”

      She was all but saying she wanted to marry me.

      I leaned down to kiss the top of her head. “That’s just not what I want right now, Kass.”

      “It wouldn’t be like what happened with your parents, Rylan,” she said softly. “We’d be safe here. Our children would be safe.”

      She felt my entire body stiffen, and pulled back in alarm. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean—”

      “It’s fine,” I said. “I just… it’s fine.”

      She studied my face with a sympathetic frown. “Do you not want to settle down because of what happened to them?”

      There might have been a little truth to that. Putting all of yourself into a partner and a family seemed a little pointless when it could all be taken away so quickly.

      But that didn’t fuel this decision, as far as I knew. I just didn’t want to marry anyone.

      “No, that’s not it,” I told her as I released her, then checked my belt to be sure my knife was still where it was supposed to be. “I just want a lot more before I settle down and have a family. I want to see the world.”

      Kass scrunched up her nose. “Then why didn’t you go with the mages?”

      “Because I’m not going to be ordered around by some arrogant bastard from Evernal.”

      “Even though going with them would have let you see the world? Maybe even save it?”

      “After what happened today, I’m only interested in protecting Rivermeet. I’m staying here.”

      “Hard to see the world from a fishing village,” she said, suppressing a smile.

      I swatted her backside playfully, and she giggled.

      “I’ll figure something out,” I said.

      “Well, I want you to stay.” Kass gave me one last kiss, then pulled away. “So you can get married and have more little ones than you know what to do with.”

      She winked at me, and then she started walking back towards the village.

      “Someday!” she called back to me through the darkness.

      Someday.

      Maybe.

      

      Fortunately, my hut had survived the goblin attack, though only three other homes stood between mine and the ones that didn’t make it. The celebration had mostly wound down for the night, and it looked like people were busy making arrangements for the newly homeless to share a roof with those who still had one.

      I was looking forward to some sleep. But when I reached my hut, I found Haldef, Rivermeet’s chief, standing there, flanked by two of our elders—Bril and Tesko.

      Haldef chuckled when I stopped in front of them. “Honestly, Rylan, I expected you to be out there longer than that.”

      With a wry grin I said, “It was still longer than you, old man.”

      The chief’s eyes widened, then he let out a booming laugh.

      Tesko chuckled beside him, and Bril lifted his face to the sky with a sigh. “When I was your age, Rylan—”

      “The goats were always terrified,” Tesko cut in, then all three of them burst into hearty laughter again.

      “We’re glad to know our young people are enjoying themselves,” Haldef said. “But we’ve come to speak with you about something else, my boy.”

      I raised one eyebrow. “And what’s that?”

      “We want you to reconsider the mage’s offer,” Tesko said.

      I shook my head. “I’ve already made up my mind.”

      “This Merrick fellow was rude and should have gone about the whole thing in a completely different manner,” Haldef said. “But his reasoning is sound. We all agree on this.”

      Tesko and Bril nodded.

      “We’ve heard of this Grand Master Arjen,” Bril said. “The greatest seer in ages. He’s said to be a fair man, and well respected.”

      “Whether or not he sent the mages here only to find you,” Tesko added, “they still saved our village, and Rivermeet owes them something for it.”

      “The least you can do is offer this Arjen the courtesy of listening to what he has to say,” Haldef said.

      “No, the least I can do is not get involved,” I said. “I’m not going anywhere. As far as I’m concerned, the feast we gave the mages repaid them for their help. The scales are even.”

      Haldef let out a deep sigh, which everyone present knew was just a prelude to more talking. Except the second round was bound to be more contentious than the first.

      Bril smiled at me. “Well, this old man needs to get his bones to bed. Goodnight, Rylan, and many thanks for what you did for us today.”

      “Many thanks,” Tesko echoed, then left with Bril.

      Now I stood alone with Haldef, and waited for the next salvo in the chief’s attack.

      What he said, though, took me completely by surprise.

      “Rylan,” he said softly, “much as it pains me to see you leave, this may be the only chance you ever have to find out who your parents were.”

      I definitely hadn’t expected that line of attack.

      The chief had a point, though. Of all the people who might have known my parents before they died, none of them were here in Rivermeet. They would be ‘out there.’ Maybe in Evernal. Definitely not in this village.

      Haldef sighed. “Jerris would have said you were a gift to us from the gods… but he would have also agreed that your destiny does not include hiding your power away in a fishing village.”

      The mention of Jerris hit me hard. The old widower had found me when I was five, had taken me in and raised me as his own. Even two years now after his death, I missed Jerris more intensely than I’d ever missed my parents.

      “If you’re here at morning’s light, my boy,” Haldef continued, “that’ll be good for Rivermeet, and I’ll abide by your decision. But if you’re gone… then I know you’ve chosen bigger things for your life. And you’ll have my blessing.”

      The Chief smiled sadly and patted my cheek with his wizened hand. Then he walked away into the night.

      I stood there for a long moment… then went inside my home to think.
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      When Jerris passed, I’d grieved for months. The man had become far more than a guardian to me over the years. He was more like a father than my own had ever had the chance to be.

      Out of the few memories I had of my parents, the night I lost them was the most vivid. Everything else around it was fuzzy, hazy, lost to fifteen years of trying to forget. But I could still remember everything that happened that night with awful clarity.

      We were a mile inland, hidden within a forest by the ocean. I could smell the salt air.

      Both my parents were with me. My father stood in the background, watchful, alert. My mother was desperately trying to hide her fear from me, and failing.

      She knelt down so that our faces were at the same level.

      “Run, Rylan,” she whispered. “Run and don’t look back. Promise me you won’t look back.” The urgency in her soft voice was something I’d never heard before. “Don’t stop for anything, no matter what.”

      I looked up at my father as his eyes scanned the forest. I knew he was keeping watch over us, but I never knew for what.

      My father felt my eyes upon him, and turned to give me a sad, resigned smile, which terrified me more than anything my mother had just told me.

      “Do as your mother says, son,” he whispered. “It’ll be all right.”

      “But—”

      “Rylan, I need you to promise,” my mother insisted, her voice frantic. “Don’t look back. Never look back.”

      At that moment, I used my power to slow down time, to burn her face into my memory. Her smile was so scared, the terror held back only because she didn’t want me to have to bear it. Her eyes sparkled with unshed tears and love—so much love.

      Before that moment, I’d never slowed time for anything other than childish games. But that night, my powers gave me one last heart-breaking image of my mother before I finally let go.

      “I won’t look back,” I promised.

      “I love you,” she whispered. “We both love you, Rylan. Now run!”

      And I did. I ran as fast as my tiny legs could move, guided by the moon through the branches.

      I will always remember the sounds that echoed through the forest after me:

      The hiss and roar of what I now knew were spells.

      Trees cracking and splintering beneath some unseen force.

      My parents screaming in agony.

      And then… there was nothing.

      I don’t remember hearing anything else that night at all. I stopped at the ocean because there was nowhere left to run. The ocean, of course, was never silent, but no matter how many times I replay that memory in my mind, I can never hear the waves.

      I don’t know how long I wandered alone along the coast, how far I traveled after leaving my parents to whatever had taken them from this world.

      The night seemed to last forever—until it ended, just like everything else.

      Moonlight seemed the perfect setting for my vow to my mother. Once the sun rose over the ocean that morning, though, I swore a new oath—to myself, and to all the gods there ever were: that I would never run again. I would stand my ground and fight.

      As a child, I honestly believed that I could have saved my parents had I stayed. That they were gone because I’d run away. That keeping my promise to my mother had ended her life.

      Over the years, I’d come to understand how wrong that was. If I’d tried to save my parents, I would have died, too. But as a small boy, all I knew was shame at my cowardice.

      By the time I stumbled into Jerris the next morning, I’d torn myself up inside with grief and guilt.

      It was odd… just like the waves, I can’t remember hearing the old man’s voice.

      I know he asked me where my parents were. I told him they were gone.

      Even fifteen years ago, Jerris had looked so old. I remember his white beard hung down to the middle of his chest, which was wiry and thin. He took me with him back to his village, and the people there gave everything they had to a terrified, ashamed, lost little boy. They taught me to dive for oysters, to climb the cabristal vines within the seaside caves, to identify the Saltbloom and know when it was best to harvest and how.

      They’d made me who I was today, and Jerris himself had always been the cornerstone of the man I’d become.

      And still, sitting in my hut on the thick woven blankets of my bed and listening to Rivermeet settle in for the night around me, I couldn’t put Merrick’s words out of my mind.

      None of them has a time mage to save them. We need you to help us protect them all—including your home.

      There were bigger things out there, some of which had come for my home today, flying black flags and bent on destroying everything I loved.

      I wondered if those ships had any connection at all to the bastards who’d murdered my parents.

      Then I wondered what would happen if I left.

      If I stayed, I might be able to protect my people again the next time someone attacked. But if there was a next time, I would be alone. I wouldn’t have Merrick and Shala to help me.

      I didn’t want to leave Rivermeet. Still, I couldn’t ignore the truth of what the beast mage had told me.

      Being with other mages meant I would likely learn more about my own power. I might even discover what I needed to save more than just my own village.

      And if I did that, fewer children would have to listen to their own parents go missing in the night, screaming before the final end. Those children wouldn’t have to suffer that same shame and loss I’d felt at only five years old.

      On that sunrise so long ago, I’d promised my five-year-old self that I would never run away again.

      Choosing to stay in Rivermeet felt more like running away than anything ever had.

      I had to go.
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      Before dawn the next morning, I rolled up my bedding, collected some food, and snuck out to the village corral.

      Rivermeet kept four horses, all of them penned up in a rough stockade. I’d never considered myself a master rider by any means, but I knew our horses. The gray mare, Nyx, was the most agile, and she didn’t startle when I roused her from sleep and readied her quickly to leave. Once I’d tied my few belongings to the saddle and swung my leg over Nyx’s back, we were off.

      No one else in my village was awake to see us go—which was entirely by design. Saying goodbye had always been torture for me, given what had happened to my parents. Best not to say it at all.

      Whatever I might have said to Chief Haldef, he would understand it anyway just by finding me gone.

      I thought of Perren and Kass and my other friends, and hoped they would forgive me for my abrupt departure.

      I told myself that leaving Rivermeet was only temporary, but the heaviness in my heart belied my thoughts.

      Still, I couldn’t stick around and wait. I had a beast mage and an Apprentice to catch.

      I rode Nyx hard until we reached the main road to Evernal. The road cut a path through the forest, which thickened the farther we went until the trees grew close together and their branches hung low over our heads.

      By mid-morning I caught up with Merrick and Shala, who had obviously taken their time and traveled much more slowly. I imagined they’d made camp shortly after leaving Rivermeet.

      Neither of them altered their pace when I approached, though Shala turned round in her saddle and offered a mysterious smirk. The beast mage had no reaction whatsoever.

      I slowed Nyx and brought her alongside Merrick. The man glanced at me from the corner of his eye, then returned his attention to the road. “Change your mind?”

      “I’m only coming with you to hear what Arjen has to say, since he sent both of you to Rivermeet. We owe you that much.”

      “Good,” Merrick grumbled, but didn’t say anything else.

      I looked across him to Shala, whose smirk had bloomed into a full grin. She didn’t say anything either, but she didn’t have to. Her expression spoke volumes.

      If only one of them was going to be pleased by my company, I would have much rather it been Shala.

      We rode in relative silence for the first ten minutes, and then I couldn’t drive back all the questions in my mind, so I let them out instead.

      “Those goblin ships yesterday were the first I’d seen in my life. Where did they come from?”

      “Somewhere far away, I’d wager, though I know not where,” Merrick replied.

      “And you think they’re part of this Dark Alliance?” I asked.

      The beast mage kept his gaze fixed on the road ahead. “Yes.”

      I shook my head. “I find it hard to believe the Overlord is real—I mean, a saurid? Didn’t they all die out long ago?”

      “You’ll have to save your questions for Grand Master Arjen,” Merrick said curtly.

      Either he didn’t want to talk at all, or just didn’t want to talk to me.

      But Shala had been willing to answer my questions the night before, so I figured I might as well try with her.

      I slowed Nyx down a bit and caught Shala’s eye. She suppressed a grin, easily recognizing what I wanted, and gradually let her horse fall back behind Merrick’s.

      We let the beast mage ride on ahead. Either he didn’t notice or didn’t care. Honestly, I figured he just preferred to be alone, which was fine. I wasn’t going to take it personally—as long as he didn’t try to order me around again.

      My gray mare moved calmly beside Shala’s mount as we rode side by side.

      “What’s his story?” I asked, nodding my head toward the silent mage in front of us.

      She chuckled. I couldn’t help but notice the way her hips swayed in the saddle above her horse’s slow steps.

      “Even if it were my story to tell, Rylan, we don’t have anywhere near enough time for that one.”

      Fair enough. “Then can you tell me how a beast mage’s power works?”

      “That’s easier. Master Merrick can connect with and control the mind of any animal within a certain distance. Land, air, sea, all of them. He uses them as his eyes and ears, and sometimes as foot soldiers in battle.”

      “So just any random creature?”

      “Well, not entirely random. He prefers to work with the beasts he keeps in Evernal’s stables. He caught most of them over the years, and cares for them all himself.”

      “So he caught the wyverns and the manticore?”

      “They’re among his favorites.” Shala smiled sadly. “I know you can’t see it, but he was greatly saddened by Gryvald’s death yesterday.”

      “Gryvald?”

      “The wyvern killed by the fire mage. Master Merrick blames himself, I know it.”

      “It would seem he holds wyverns in higher regard than people,” I joked. Or half-joked, anyway.

      “There’s some truth to that. I’m sure he cares for a few people here and there, but none of them compare to the kind of love Master Merrick holds for his animals. Beyond that, he truly favors his solitude.”

      That explained the man’s difficulty with manners back in Rivermeet.

      The fact that she kept referring to him as Master Merrick still bothered me slightly. It seemed to belittle her somehow, though Shala didn’t seem to care.

      “What about you?” I asked.

      “Oh, I don’t mind being alone,” Shala replied, then looked at me sideways and smiled. “But I don’t mind company, either.”

      That made me laugh.

      She frowned and smiled at the same time, clearly surprised by my reaction.

      “That’s good to know,” I said. “But I meant your power.”

      “Ah,” she said with a grin. I thought I saw her cheeks blush the tiniest bit, but her skin was dark enough that I wasn’t entirely sure. “I see. Well, as you already know, I’m a portal mage.”

      “So you open magic doorways and things come out, is that it?”

      “Come through, go out, travel from place to place.”

      “Just monsters and beasts?”

      “No, it can be anything.”

      “Anything at all?” I asked doubtfully.

      Her nose wrinkled above her smile like I’d challenged her. “Would a demonstration satisfy you?”

      Her sarcasm was undeniable, but it was good-natured.

      “Sure,” I said with a shrug.

      She looked around for a moment, then nodded at the branches moving above us. “Grab an acorn.”

      I obliged, interested to see how an acorn would teach me anything.

      “Now throw it at me,” she commanded.

      “Hard and fast, or slow and gentle?” I joked suggestively.

      She smirked. “However you like it.”

      I chuckled, then tossed the acorn at her head—

      The spiraling yellow patterns flared around her hands, and a sparking, foot-wide portal opened in front of Shala’s face and swallowed the acorn whole.

      At first I didn’t understand what I was seeing inside the fiery ring—two figures riding horseback—until I glimpsed a second portal out of the corner of my eye.

      It had appeared in front of us, just behind Merrick’s horse—

      And the acorn fell out of it and bounced on the road.

      A second later, both portals collapsed and disappeared.

      Had I just seen Shala and myself reflected through her doorways?!

      The laugh that escaped me was nothing short of amazed.

      “Impressive,” I said.

      “Thank you,” she replied, and gave a mock curtsy in her saddle.

      And yet, Shala’s demonstration raised an obvious question.

      “Why didn’t you and Merrick go back to Evernal through one of your portals? Wouldn’t that have saved you a lot of traveling time?”

      Shala shook her head. “I’m still only an Apprentice. My power hasn’t grown enough to port anyone that far.”

      I frowned as I tried to match her words with what I’d seen yesterday. “But you transported the beasts from Evernal’s stables.”

      “I didn’t do it on my own. Evernal’s Portal Mage, Master Lammel, helped me with most of it. He created a pre-set portal in the stables, which I can… tap into, so to speak, whenever the need arises. The portal’s always there for me to use. I open one of my portals to it whenever Merrick needs one of his beasts.”

      “From anywhere?” I asked, still not understanding why a permanent doorway couldn’t be used to skip two days of travel.

      “Not quite anywhere. My powers are still growing, so my range is somewhat limited.”

      “But you did it from Rivermeet.”

      “It was within my range.”

      “But we’re even closer now.”

      “So?”

      “So I really don’t mind traveling through the stables if it means getting there sooner.”

      She chuckled. “Master Lammel designed the city’s magical defenses. They’re incredibly complex, and admittedly, I don’t know all the details. So many spells and crystals and different types of magic. But there are a couple of things that are important to know.

      “For one, the few permanent portals in Evernal let mages out of the city to almost anywhere they wish to go. That’s how we arrived just outside Rivermeet yesterday—through Master Lammel’s portal.

      “But if anyone wanted to port into the city, Master Lammel would have to completely shut down the defense systems. Porting home would be quicker, sure—but it’s not worth exposing the city to attack just so we don’t have to ride horseback for a couple of days.”

      “Why can’t he just temporarily shut down the defenses for a minute?” I asked.

      “He could, but how would he know when that exact minute was? Unless we had a mind mage with us to communicate with him, he would only be guessing at the timing.”

      “Then he could leave it open for an hour.”

      “And expose the city to attack the entire time?” Shala asked with a mischievous grin.

      “Then just open a portal right outside Evernal. No shutdown of defenses necessary.”

      Shala shot me a look of amused exasperation. “What, you think the defenses don’t extend for miles beyond the city? Anything else would be an open invitation for every portal mage in the Dark Alliance. They’d bring an army right to our gates.”

      “Then port out farther from the city, then!”

      “You really don’t want to ride for two days, do you, time mage?” she teased.

      I grinned. “It just seems to me that two days of riding seems pointless, given what you can do.”

      “Even if we could have ported back to Evernal, we rode back so that you could catch up to us.”

      “Lucky for you I changed my mind.”

      “Luck had nothing to do with it.”

      I laughed. “Now you’re just being arrogant.”

      She gave me a mysterious smile. “It’s not arrogance to say the sun is coming up tomorrow morning.”

      It was more than a little insulting that Shala and Merrick assumed I could be that easily manipulated. That they thought they could predict my choices.

      “Right,” I said facetiously. “You and Merrick knew I would change my mind and gallop after you.”

      “No, but Grand Master Arjen did.”

      Out of all the things Shala had said, that surprised me the most.

      “…what?”

      “He told us what would happen. At least, he told us the way things were most likely to play out. And he ordered us, no matter what, to ride all two days on horseback from Rivermeet to Evernal.”

      “Did he know Merrick would try to force me into leaving with you last night? Or was that beyond his ability to see?” I asked sarcastically.

      Shala ignored the irritation in my voice. “Master Merrick isn’t always patient with humans. I think he tends to forget he can’t control them the way he controls animals. That not everyone will agree with him.”

      When she said it that way, I couldn’t help but pity the man a little. Not enough to entirely forgive the way he’d acted the night before, but a little.

      “So you’re saying Arjen knew I would change my mind?”

      “Yes.”

      “That means he knew I would say no at first.”

      “Correct.”

      “Then why not just show up, help me beat the goblins, tell me to come to Evernal, and leave?”

      Shala shrugged. “Grand Master Arjen rarely tells us the way things will happen, only the outcome. The way we must find for ourselves.”

      Another minute or two passed in silence as I pondered everything she had said.

      I felt it when Shala looked at me again, and I met her gaze with raised brows. She clearly had a question for me, now.

      “Last night at the feast,” she started hesitantly, “I saw a few women in your village flirting with you. I saw some of them looking a little angry, too. Did you leave a woman waiting for you to come home again?”

      I sighed. “Probably all of them.”

      Shala’s eyebrows shot up. “Oh ho—now who’s being arrogant?”

      I laughed. “It was a jest… mostly.”

      She frowned as though she didn’t understand.

      “If I were married, then yes, there would have been only one woman,” I said. “But I’m not married.”

      The portal mage looked so confused, so curious, that I figured I should probably explain a little more.

      “In my village, when it comes to slipping into someone’s bed, the only one you don’t enter is the one shared by man and wife.”

      Shala frowned at me, though more in shock than disapproval. “You sleep with whomever you want, whenever you want?”

      When I nodded, I saw the color appear in her cheeks again. This time it was clearly visible despite the darker tones of her skin.

      “Does that not happen where you’re from?” I asked.

      “No,” she said, then laughed as though the suggestion were ludicrous. “In the Outer Isles, physical relationships are far more controlled. Our religion forbids pretty much everything until a marriage is arranged and the ceremonies performed. Those are often arranged at an early age, too. There’s not a lot of choice. Not a lot of room for love first, before spending the rest of your life with someone.” Her voice darkened. “That was one of the reasons I was only too happy to become an Apprentice in Evernal. At least… I’d expected to be happier.”

      It didn’t surprise me that she’d wanted to escape the Outer Isles, given the dictates she’d just described. But her clear disappointment with being an Apprentice did surprise me.

      “You don’t enjoy being an Apprentice?”

      “Oh, no. I do. I love the city. My training has taught me so much, and I really can’t imagine doing anything else. I think I’d just assumed the other Apprentices would be different, too.”

      “How so?”

      Shala tried to keep smiling, but I saw her jaw working a little as she grinded her teeth together. “Mostly it’s the men. Some of them are fun… or at least funny. They’re better to be around than the men in my village. But the majority of them…”

      She sighed and turned to look at me.

      “The majority of them are little more than selfish, entitled prigs who think their training is the most important thing in the world. Or they’re far more interested in books than they are in women. Those who are interested are too afraid to break the Council’s rules. I left the Outer Isles hoping to find in Evernal what I couldn’t find at home, but it’s really not that much different.” Then her voice grew the slightest bit more sultry. “The women, on the other hand, are a lot better about breaking the rules. In secret.”

      The way her eyes shone was all I needed to know how the female Apprentices passed their time… in secret.

      But I would much rather have heard Shala say it.

      “Oh, please don’t stop there,” I teased.

      She pursed her lips together in an attempt to mask what she was thinking.

      She wasn’t very good at it.

      “Come on,” I laughed. “You’ve already started.”

      “The Apprentices are bunked together, two to a room. A lot of the women there will…” Shala cleared her throat. “Well, they take advantage of the arrangement.”

      “I see,” I said, holding her gaze. “Have you slept with any women?”

      The question made her turn away from me instantly, and the color in her cheeks deepened.

      “No,” she said, though she didn’t sound angry or offended.

      I figured she just wanted to keep her own secrets, at least for a little longer—either that she actually had slept with women, or that she wanted to.

      “So which girl did you sleep with last night, Rylan?” she asked in a teasing voice.

      Clearly, she wasn’t uncomfortable with the topic itself, just how it pertained to her.

      “I don’t kiss and tell,” I said.

      Shala tilted her head away from me, as if she couldn’t quite believe it. “Ever?”

      “Ever.”

      Then she rolled her eyes and shook her head. “I’ll bet you’ve shared all their beds, haven’t you? Maybe not last night, but at some point. How many? A dozen? Two dozen?”

      She really had no idea how small Rivermeet was. There were only six women in the village my age, with Kass being the prettiest. Six was hardly a massive accomplishment, and yet Shala seemed to think that number was so much higher.

      I just chuckled. “I told you, I don’t kiss and tell.”

      When I met Shala’s gaze again, she’d apparently just finished eyeing me up and down again. She was also biting her bottom lip, which was maddeningly alluring.

      If Merrick weren’t just a few yards in front of us, I would have definitely taken her lip biting as an invitation and done something about it.

      And then, because it seemed pertinent to what I was thinking, I couldn’t help but ask. I’d actually been wondering it all along.

      “So you travel alone with Merrick, out to the ocean and back to the city again. Are you two…?”

      Shala frowned in confusion. Then her eyes widened as she realized my meaning, and she barked out a laugh before quickly hushing herself again.

      “NO,” she whispered. “Absolutely not. He’s my master, my mentor. Anything more than that between a Master and an Apprentice is strictly forbidden. More so than even Apprentices sleeping together. And Master Merrick is not the kind of man who holds my interest in that way.”

      Well, that was one more important question answered.

      Merrick’s horse slowed in front of us. Without saying a word, Shala and I agreed that this conversation could be picked up again later—when Merrick couldn’t hear us talking about him.
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      At sunset, we tied up the horses and made camp in the forest. Merrick insisted we settle in far enough from the main road so as not to be easily spotted.

      Before today, I would have said his caution was a little extreme. But after the still-unexplained goblin attack the day before, I thought his decision wise.

      By the time the stars came out, we’d eaten and spread out our bedrolls on the ground around the campfire. Merrick apparently turned in for the night when he lay down on his bedroll and turned his back to the fire, which was fine by me.

      Shala sat on her bedding and stared into the flames, and I headed off into the woods to relieve myself. Since Shala was there, I went a little farther than normal—so far that I could barely see the glow of the fire through the trees.

      When I finished and turned around, a small, warm hand clamped over my mouth. Somehow Shala had managed to sneak up on me without making a sound.

      She stared at me with wide eyes, then removed her hand.

      “What’s wrong?” I whispered, searching behind her for some unseen danger.

      “Nothing,” she whispered back. Then she pulled my head down and pressed her lips to mine.

      The fierceness of her kiss forced me back against the tree. Then she pulled back and gazed up at me with those dark, almond-shaped eyes. “Make love to me like you do to your village girls.”

      It wasn’t a question or even a suggestion; it was a demand.

      I’d never liked being told what to do. For Shala, I made an exception.

      I pulled her toward me and kissed her again, then gently lowered her to the forest floor.

      Whatever frustrations she had with the Outer Isles and her life as an Apprentice, it seemed she unleashed all of it on me. We hadn’t been on the ground for a minute before she was fumbling with the ties of my breeches. When I entered her, I had to press my hand over her mouth to keep her from crying out—and had to do it again when she reached the height of ecstasy.

      When we finished, Shala’s need seemed only a little more sated than before. But instead of doing it again, she insisted we get back to the fire.

      “You won’t tell?” she whispered. “Master Merrick wouldn’t approve.”

      That made me chuckle. The only way Merrick wouldn’t have heard us was if he’d fallen asleep the second he’d lain down on his bedroll. And I was fairly sure that Shala’s passionate cries would have awakened him at some point.

      I picked at a few leaves and twigs caught in her long dark hair and said, “I told you, I don’t kiss and tell.”

      My grin seemed to reassure her, and she kissed me tenderly.

      We headed back towards camp, walking as quietly as we could through the underbrush. When we returned, the fire had died down to glowing embers and a few small flames.

      Shala looked ready to throw herself at me again—but she didn’t. She lay down on her own bedroll, and I went to mine.

      Sleep came easily, and I dreamt of Shala and Evernal.
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      We rose just after sunrise to start the second leg of our journey.

      “Good morning,” Shala said, sitting up on her bedroll. She grinned at me, then glanced at Merrick.

      “Let’s go,” the beast mage said without looking at her.

      Shala watched him walk away, frowned, then looked at me again. I could tell she was worried that he knew about last night.

      I couldn’t have cared less what Merrick thought, but a part of me wished his coolness toward her didn’t frighten Shala so much. She gathered her things in a hurry and rushed to follow him.

      By the time I got to my horse, Shala was already on hers. Merrick’s was still tied to a tree, and he was standing on the ground.

      “Go on ahead,” Merrick said to Shala. “I want a word with Rylan.”

      She rode away without a word, though she looked almost panicked.

      Merrick approached me just as I stepped up into my saddle. “I highly suggest not repeating last night with Shala.”

      I glanced down to see his fingers wrapped loosely around Nyx’s bridle. His other hand gently patted the animal’s neck.

      I didn’t care for Merrick, but Nyx seemed to like him a great deal.

      “Are you trying to tell me Shala belongs to you?” I asked.

      Merrick frowned. “No, I am not.”

      “Then I’d say she’s free to do what she wants.”

      “Not entirely. The Council of Mages frowns upon Apprentices consorting with one another.”

      “I’m not an Apprentice,” I replied.

      “Yet.”

      “Don’t count on it. And I’m not worried about a few frowns from your Council for violating your religion.”

      “The Council of Mages isn’t allied with any religion or sect. The rules are there as a matter of what works and what doesn’t.”

      “Things are working just fine for me.”

      Merrick’s frown deepened. “You’re playing with fire, boy.”

      “There was a lot of fire at Rivermeet, too, and I dodged it fairly well. I think I’ll manage.”

      Merrick held my gaze as he shook his head, then released Nyx’s bridle. I led her out towards the main road, not bothering to wait for the beast mage. He didn’t need another opportunity to try to dictate how I handled my own business. Which, as far as I could tell, was none of his.
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      The rest of our trip was fairly silent. Shala was reduced to short, nervous glances my way and avoiding looking at her master. When we stopped to eat around midday, the extent of the conversation was Merrick declaring it was time to stop, and then time to start again.

      We reached Evernal just before sunset. The entire city was surrounded by a massive, circular stone wall. The road we were on intersected with three others, all of which led to a wide avenue that passed through Evernal’s city gates. I heard all the voices—the shouting, the bartering, the laughter, the screaming children—even before we entered the city.

      Six soldiers in armor stood on either side of the open gates. One of them nodded at Merrick as we approached. The beast mage nodded back, then stared straight ahead again.

      The main street through Evernal had more tables and merchants’ tents than I’d ever seen in my life. Most of them were brightly colored, and sold all manner of items: food cooked over open flames right there on the street, jewelry and clothing, ale and wine, produce, flowers, trinkets of all sorts.

      The masses of people in the street gave our horses a wide berth. Still, we rode slowly and carefully through the crowds, and I took the opportunity to inspect the citizens of Evernal.

      From what I could tell, they seemed remarkably content for such a big city. There was also surprisingly little deprivation. No beggars or starving bodies pining beside food stalls. Evernal seemed to keep its people in good health and good spirits. The only thing was it was far too cramped for my liking, and more than a little loud.

      A few children stopped to watch us ride past, then began smiling and waving at me. I raised a hand to wave back. Shala turned around to grin at me, and I smiled at her. So far, Evernal and I seemed to be getting along just fine.

      After a time, we reached another wall separating the main part of the city from the central palace within. The gates were closed, but the two guards standing beside them pulled them open and let us enter with a cordial nod.

      This central city within Evernal was far more beautiful—and far quieter—than the parts through which we’d just ridden. Large stone buildings were scattered throughout what I assumed were the palace grounds, all of them at least two stories high and made of white stone with slanted roofs of red clay tiles. The narrower avenues were well-maintained, with pruned groves of trees and flowering bushes. Only a few people moved about along the various paths, which made this inner city feel nearly empty in comparison.

      I wasn’t expecting yet another wall, this one just a little higher than the last. I counted four large towers built into the wall itself, all much taller than the buildings behind us. I couldn’t see the entire wall because of the massive palace blocking my view, but I was willing to bet there were more towers on the other side of it.

      Two more guards opened the gates into the immediate palace grounds. Floral scents, birdsong, and the sound of running water filled the air. To our left rose a grove of thin-trunked trees, their leaves fluttering in the breeze and catching the last golden hues of sunlight. Beside them was a shallow pond, and I caught a glimpse of another lake farther away.

      Four servants bustled out of seemingly nowhere to take our horses from us. I watched them lead Nyx away and hoped that they kept the wyverns and manticores away from the horses. Especially mine.

      “This way,” Merrick said.

      He led us to the closest tower, which rose higher than all the others built into the wall. There were no guards to open any doors for us this time, but when Merrick pulled the iron ring, the door at the base of the tower opened easily and without a sound. He gestured for Shala to enter first, then stared at me emotionlessly until I finally followed behind her.

      The door echoed just a little when Merrick shut it behind him, and then Shala led us up a curving staircase.

      There were small squares not much bigger than my fist cut into the tower walls. They let in just enough of the dying sunlight to see by, though there were also torch sconces mounted around every curve in the staircase. None of the torches had been lit yet.

      After a few curves of the stairwell, a new source of light spilled down from the top, darkened only briefly by Shala’s shadow as she walked through a doorway. When I stepped into the tower’s main room, I took in my surroundings with wide eyes.

      Almost every inch of wall space was covered by tall shelves crammed full of more books than I’d ever seen in my entire life. There were ancient-looking artifacts, shining baubles, and an assortment of dried herbs. A few fragile glass carvings dangled from the high ceiling by thin wires; one of them might have actually been floating there on its own, unattached to anything at all. At the far end of the enormous room was a soft-looking bed covered in red quilts. A small fire burned in the hearth not too far away.

      A large round table took up the center of the room, and at it sat three men wearing long black robes that reached all the way to the ground. The hems and sleeves were adorned with different colors: yellow on one, orange on another, and silver on the third.

      Two of the men had hair as white as my adopted father Jerris. One man was of much smaller stature with a bald patch in the center of his head. The other boasted a long, flowing beard.

      The third man was the one facing us—black hair, a neatly trimmed beard, and what looked like a perpetual frown. His robes were trimmed with orange, so he must have been a fire mage.

      When I stepped to the side and Merrick entered the room behind me, the man’s frown deepened even more.

      The man with the long white beard turned around in his chair to face us. His eyes were kind, and his wrinkled face crinkled when he smiled.

      “Master Merrick, you have returned—and with our young time mage! Very exciting, very exciting indeed.” The old man looked directly at me. “I saw you approaching, my boy, and had the servants lay out dinner for us. I hope you brought your appetite.”

      That didn’t make much sense, as the one window in this room looked directly onto the palace and not the road through the city. But all I did was nod.

      Then I noticed the table had been set with five places. There were six of us.

      The younger man with the black beard glared at Shala. “Get out.”

      She glanced apprehensively at Merrick, who stepped forward towards the table. “Master Ravik, I remind you that Shala is my Apprentice, not yours.”

      “And were you intending to graduate her to Master now, too?” Ravik sneered. “So she can sit in with us tonight and learn all the Council’s secrets?”

      Merrick and Ravik glared at each other. Shala clasped her hands together in front of her, her head bowed slightly.

      The man with the long white beard cleared his throat. “Perhaps it would be best to speak in private.”

      “Shala,” Merrick said, and she glanced up at him. “Go join the other Apprentices in the dining hall.”

      I wondered if it would have hurt any of these men to speak to her nicely instead of ordering her about—and then the old man did just that.

      “Apprentice Shala, thank you for your help in delivering our new time mage to us. We are indebted to you.”

      “It was my pleasure, Grand Master.”

      Ah—so the old man with the beard was this Arjen fellow I’d heard so much about.

      Shala passed me on her way out, lifting her eyebrows as if to wish me luck. I watched her until she closed the door behind her, making no sound whatsoever as she headed back down the staircase.

      “Rylan,” the old man said, extending one arm in my direction, “please, come join us.”

      I didn’t know how he knew my name, since no one had spoken it yet—although if he was any kind of seer, knowing my name was probably the least of his parlor tricks.

      By the time I reached the table, Merrick had already sat, leaving me with the one chair between him and Ravik.

      “I am Grand Master Arjen,” the kind old man continued, then gestured next to him. “This is Master Lammel.”

      The other old man with a ring of white hair around his otherwise bald head nodded at me with a calm smile. So this was the man who had created the magical defenses around the city.

      “And Master Ravik.”

      The mage sitting next to me just scowled. I wondered if my coming here had irritated him this much, or if he always looked like someone had slopped a bucket of fish guts all over his nice robes.

      Everyone waited for Arjen to serve food onto his own plate first, then he passed the dishes around for the rest of us—cheese, roasted chicken, apples and ripe berries, bread and butter, steaming potatoes seasoned with spices. The meal was simple, but it was hot, and there was plenty of it. Which was good, because traveling for two days had made me ravenous.

      “Don’t forget the wine,” Arjen said through a mouthful of chicken, chuckling as he passed around a silver decanter.

      The wine was different too, sweeter and a lot stronger than I’d expected Evernal’s mages to allow themselves. I wondered what the Apprentices got—if Shala was drinking the same wine in the dining hall. Somehow I doubted it.

      “Do tell us about your journey,” Arjen said to Merrick. Only then did I notice that the beast mage was putting away his meal just as quickly as I was.

      Arjen and Lammel had only eaten a small amount. Ravik seemed only to push his food around with his fork before he set it down and folded his arms again.

      Merrick took a sip of wine. “We found Rylan just where you said he’d be.”

      “Good, good.” Arjen grinned at me, his blue eyes sparkling under thick white eyebrows. “Sometimes the Sight is not as clear as I would wish, Rylan. So many possibilities, like trying to predict a stick’s path as it floats down a turbulent river.”

      I thought that an odd way to describe this so-called ‘Sight,’ but I let it go so I could ask the bigger questions I had.

      “Merrick mentioned the Dark Alliance,” I said. “Why would they send goblin ships to Rivermeet?”

      Arjen nodded. “In time, my boy, in time. All things will be explained in time. For now, enjoy your meal, then settle in and focus on learning all you can from the Masters.”

      I frowned slightly. “I was under the impression I’d be serving the king.”

      I’d come with Merrick and Shala because of what I could do for Evernal and the Unified Kingdoms—for the villages like Rivermeet and the people who needed my help.

      “When King Havas has need of us,” Arjen said gently, “we serve. But in the meantime, we practice every day to improve our powers.” The man’s eyes sparkled as he chuckled. “Yes, even the Masters practice. And you have great, untapped power within you, Rylan. But first you must learn how to wield it.”

      Ravik grunted beside me and glared at Arjen. “The Council was never meant as a charity for illiterate peasants.”

      I slapped my fork down and stared at the fire mage, who ignored me as he lifted his cup of wine to his lips.

      I might have been from a fishing village, but that didn’t make me an idiot. I’d read the few books our elders kept in Rivermeet more times than I could remember, and Jerris had taught me how to write. Granted, I was a far cry from a scholar, but I was definitely not illiterate.

      Arjen smiled at me. “Please ignore Master Ravik. Constant irritation is his natural state.”

      Lammel smiled, too. I noticed that Merrick did not. Ravik just kept on frowning like before.

      “Now, about your studies, my boy,” Arjen continued. “Master Lammel will be the one to oversee your training. We would, of course, prefer to place you under the tutelage of another time mage, but they are so very rare. So Master Lammel will do his best to aid you, and I have no doubt you both will be quite successful.”

      I glanced at Lammel, who gave me a mighty grin. “I am honored by the opportunity, young Rylan.”

      “I suggest you dine with Master Lammel tomorrow at midday,” Arjen added, “at which point your studies will begin.”

      “How rare are they?” I asked.

      “Beg pardon?” Arjen said, leaning toward me.

      “How rare are time mages?”

      “In all the Unified Kingdoms, there is only one other time mage, so far as I am aware. A Master in a land far from here. Before you, my boy, he’d been the only time mage in existence for over thirty years. I highly doubt the Dark Alliance has a time mage of its own, or we would have heard something of it by now.”

      “Why are there so few?” I asked. If there was a reason for my apparent rarity, I wanted to know what it was. Before I met Merrick and Shala, no one had told me anything about my powers, or even that I was a mage to begin with.

      “That I cannot say, for I do not know for sure. This, however, is what I do know: time is a binding force. It ties everything together. The environment and everything in it. Living things. Non-living things. Energy. Even light. The power to influence time is essentially the power to influence… well, everything else. Substance and space. All of it. You have this power, Rylan, despite your current limits. That is why we practice. Each day, your range will increase. You will find abilities within yourself you would have never dreamt possible. Of course, such an immense power has a much larger potential to become a temptation for… other things. Master Lammel will also teach you to resist that temptation.”

      I had absolutely no idea what Arjen was talking about, other than resisting temptation.

      The old man leaned forward again, and his smile faded into an intense seriousness. “I must ask you quite frankly, Rylan, if you will choose to only use your power for good. To help others and ensure their safety. To lift up instead of to tear down.”

      The memory of my parents came rushing back—how desperately they fought to hide their fear, reassure me, and send me away so I’d be safe.

      I had never thought twice about protecting Rivermeet from the goblin ships; I’d just done it automatically. I couldn’t imagine anything more important than protecting people who couldn’t protect themselves, and rescuing children the way that Jerris had rescued me.

      “I give you my word,” I said.

      The old man sat back in his chair and smiled. “Very good, very good. Did you find the meal satisfactory?”

      I raised one eyebrow, a little taken aback at the sudden change in topic. “Yes. It was very good.”

      “Would you care for more?”

      “No, I’m stuffed.”

      “Then perhaps it would be best to settle you in for the evening.”

      Arjen picked up a silver bell on the table and rang it briefly. A door on the other side of the room opened, and a man in servant’s clothes entered. He was younger than Arjen, but still a decade or two older than Ravik and Merrick.

      “Please show Rylan to his new quarters,” Arjen said.

      The servant bowed. Then he gazed at me as though waiting for me to stand up.

      When I glanced at Merrick, the beast master nodded. I hadn’t been looking for his approval, but I supposed this was my cue to exit.

      “Thank you for dinner,” I said to Arjen.

      “Thank you for joining us here in Evernal,” the old man said graciously. “We are very thankful that you came.”

      Lammel nodded and grinned happily. I didn’t bother looking at Ravik.

      I stood and followed the servant, wondering just what kind of quarters were waiting for me.
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      The servant said nothing at all as he led me back down the winding staircase. Even when we stepped out into the darkness and walked along one of the narrow paths through the palace grounds, he was silent.

      After a few minutes we came to a large, four-story stone building. A few of the windows were dark, though most of them glowed with candlelight.

      When the servant opened one of two large doors at the front of the building, he finally spoke for the first time.

      “These are the Apprentice sleeping quarters,” he said as he gestured for me to enter.

      “Men and women in the same building?” I asked.

      The servant squinted at me distrustfully. “Yes, though in separate rooms. Make sure you don’t get up to any mischief.”

      It seemed he was a lot less trusting than Arjen and the rest of the Masters, with the exception of Ravik.

      The man shut the door behind us and led me into a large, open room. The ceiling of the first floor was still incredibly high, with massive oak beams stretching across its length. The wood floors were sanded and polished, though they still had scuffs and dents from years of foot traffic. A massive hearth sat in the wall to my left, the embers glowing red. Overstuffed armchairs and long, cushioned benches were positioned around the fireplace, though no one was in them.

      “The first floor is the common area,” the servant said. “Apprentices are free to spend their personal time here whenever they wish. Meals are taken in the dining hall. That’s a separate building.”

      We crossed through the common area, passing tables, a few bookshelves, and dozens of chairs. Then the man entered a doorway and led me up a set of stairs.

      “The second, third, and fourth floors are sleeping quarters.” His voice echoed in the narrow staircase. “Apprentices are expected to be in their rooms by ten o’clock.”

      We passed the second floor and continued upwards to the third, where he led me down a hallway stretching the length of the building. It was lined on either side by doors marked with different shapes and symbols.

      He stopped at a door on our left, which had a blue triangle with elaborate gold scrollwork painted on its surface.

      “This is your room,” he said, then rapped quickly on the wooden door.

      There was a loud, surprised-sounding cough on the other side.

      I hadn’t realized I would be sharing sleeping quarters with someone else—and then I recalled Shala talking about female Apprentices bunking together.

      Wonderful.

      Arjen’s servant opened the door, and a cloud of pungent, brownish-gray smoke billowed out into the hallway. We stepped inside to find an elf sitting on one of the room’s two beds.

      He had pointed ears, a mop of bright red hair, and hadn’t quite lost the chubbiness of childhood. The few elves I’d seen in my life were tall, lithe, blonde, self-important, and generally easier on the eyes than most. This one wasn’t.

      He blinked up at us through the smoke, a long-stemmed pipe clenched in one hand.

      “Smoking the Demonweed again, I see,” the servant said as he squinted through the smoky haze.

      The red-haired elf coughed again and set the pipe beside him on the bed. “You won’t say anything, will you?”

      “Can you give me a reason not to, Joot?”

      The servant said the name in a sinister voice, almost like a threat.

      The elf gave a nervous-looking smile, then jumped up from the bed and ran over to the desk beside it.

      As soon as he stood, I realized he couldn’t have been any taller than five foot two. I’d never seen an elf a foot shorter than me, unless it was a child.

      The elf opened an engraved wooden box sitting atop the desk and pulled out a small glass vial with dark purple liquid inside.

      “I’ve got plenty of reasons,” he said as he brought the vial over to the servant. “If you find yourself needing more, I’m happy to help.”

      The servant eyed him warily…then reached out, took the offering, and quickly pocketed it.

      “Good night, Joot,” he said, then turned around and disappeared down the hallway.

      “Close the door, would you?” the elf asked as he plopped back down on his bed.

      I closed the door and stood there in the pungent smoke. If this Joot fellow was using Demonweed—which I had heard had an effect more like wine than tobacco—I had a feeling he’d given the servant something similar. The whole exchange had definitely felt like a bribe.

      “Did you give him something stronger than Demonweed?” I asked.

      “Definitely.” Then he added, “Well, no. I mean, it’s very different.”

      I crossed the room and sat on the other bed across from the elf. I gazed around the room, noticing the window on the far wall and the flowering tree just outside the glass.

      “What was it?” I asked. “What you gave him.”

      “A potion,” Joot said, his face reddening a little. “Just a little something to… ahem… stiffen his resolve, you might say. I know for a fact he’s seeing a much younger maid from the kitchens, so he, uh… appreciates a little help from time to time.”

      “Like every time he catches you smoking.”

      “Yeah. More or less.” The elf offered a nervous smile, then seemed to remember the pipe in his hand and offered it to me.

      I shook my head and waved it away. “You made that potion?”

      “I can do just about anything with herbs and plants. Spells and magic, though… not so much.” The elf gave me a lopsided smile. “Figures, doesn’t it?”

      “What does?”

      “You know… half-elf with a human mum, can’t even wield a regular mage’s power. Honestly, the only thing I got from my dad was the ears.”

      I bit back a laugh.

      “I’m Joot, by the way,” he said, extending a hand over the space between our beds.

      “Rylan,” I replied as I shook his hand and then let it go.

      “I’m a potion mage, in case you were wondering. Kind of the bottom of the food chain, seeing as anyone can learn potions if they wanted to. I’m just much better at it than everyone else. Well, Apprentices, anyway. The plants speak to me—they sort of tell me what I need to do to make whatever potion I want. If that makes any sense.”

      After all the things I’d seen and heard since Merrick and Shala rode their horses into Rivermeet, a potion mage’s ability to get his directions from plants didn’t seem strange at all.

      “I bet that’s helpful,” I told him, not quite sure what else to say.

      “It is.” Joot let out another nervous chuckle. “So… what are you?”

      I shrugged. “A time mage, apparently.”

      “What?!” Joot’s red eyebrows rose high above his green eyes. “Are you serious?”

      I nodded.

      The elf stared at me like he’d seen a unicorn. “Those are… well, they’re incredibly rare.”

      “So I’ve been told.”

      “And they stuck you in here with me!” he said in wonder, then asked excitedly, “Can you show me something? Please?”

      A little demonstration wouldn’t hurt anyone.

      I held out my hands, green light flared around them, and time slowed.

      All I did was stand and walk across the room. The brown-gray smoke from Joot’s Demonweed all but stopped moving; it hung there in the room like a sheer curtain. The elf hadn’t bothered to open the window, so there was plenty of it.

      Then I stood by the door and released my power.

      Joot blinked at my now-empty bed. “What?! Where did you—”

      “Over here.”

      Joot whipped his head towards the door, and his pipe slid from between his lips as soon as he saw me.

      “Doral’s Bow,” he whispered, his eyes wide. “I didn’t even see you move! Are you sure you’re not the first ever speed mage or something?”

      “I’m not sure that exists,” I said, smiling at the half-elf’s excitement. Granted, I hadn’t known time mages existed before Merrick pegged me as one, but Joot had pretty much confirmed that speed mages weren’t a real thing with his ‘first ever’ comment. “I didn’t walk any faster than usual. I just slowed down time and moved through it.”

      “That’s amazing,” Joot said, then puffed one more time on his pipe. By now, I’d stopped smelling the sharp, acrid sweetness of the smoke. “So when you do that, is it, like… the whole world slows down? Or is it just this room?”

      I’d tested that very thing back in Rivermeet with my friends. “No, it’s not the whole world. My power probably only reached as far as the walls around the palace grounds.”

      “Still, that’s an impressive range.” The half-elf sat there and took a moment to look me up and down. “Let me guess—country boy? Farmer, maybe?”

      I walked back across the room and sat on what was now apparently my bed. “Fisherman and diver from the coast.”

      Joot heaved out a sigh. “Well, the girls are going to love you.”

      That made me laugh. “Why do you say that?”

      The elf frowned at me, then started counting on his fingers.

      “First off, you’re tall, you’re handsome, and you’re built like every legendary hero I’ve ever read about. Beyond that, you’re the new Apprentice. The Council finds adepts when they’re still young and sends them to school in the city. We only come here when we’re older. Every Apprentice I know has been training, studying, eating, and living with each other for years, so we’re used to each other. The Masters hardly ever bring in new additions at your age, which makes you a bright and shiny bauble. You’ll have to beat the women off with a stick.”

      A sharp tap came from the window, and we both turned to see Shala’s face peering through the framed glass. Her left hand was firmly clamped around the tree branch growing right outside the window.

      “Oh my—they came after you even faster than I expected,” Joot muttered, his eyes wide with surprise.

      I laughed and stood up from the bed. “I already know Shala. She and Merrick came to my village and rode with me to Evernal.”

      I went to the window, lifted the latch, and pushed open the double panes. Joot followed me to the window.

      “You’re not supposed to be here!” he told Shala in a harsh whisper, glancing outside like others might be watching.

      Since all I could see in the window were the thick-growing leaves of the tree, I doubted anyone else would be able to see Shala hidden amongst the branches.

      “What I do isn’t any of your concern, Joot,” she said tartly. Then she looked at me and grinned. “Come outside with me.”

      “You really shouldn’t,” Joot said worriedly.

      I smiled at my new roommate. “Don’t wait up for me.”

      Then I lifted myself up into the open window and climbed out onto the tree branch beside Shala.

      Joot just shook his head in nervous dismay, puffed on his pipe, and returned to his bed.
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      As soon as I got out in the branches, Shala wrapped one arm around my waist and kissed me there in the tree. I pulled her in closer with one arm, and then she broke off the kiss so she could speak.

      “This tree is rather private,” she said, “but I’m fairly certain what I want to do with you isn’t quite possible up here.”

      “I don’t know, I’m quite good in trees.”

      She laughed. “I’m not, so maybe someplace a little safer.”

      I grinned. “I saw a nice pond on the way in.”

      “I don’t care to get soaked, either.”

      “There’s lots of open meadows.”

      She rolled her eyes. “There’s a full moon out, Rylan. Everyone would see.”

      “So let’s put on a show for them,” I joked.

      She gently slapped a hand against my chest. “I’m serious.”

      Then she pulled my face down for another hungry kiss.

      “I need you,” she moaned against my lips. “Now.”

      The feeling was mutual, and my mind raced to solve our dilemma.

      Where could we go under a full moon where no one would see us? The tree was out—but when I spied the dormitory’s rough-hewn stone exterior through the branches, it gave me an idea.

      I grinned at Shala. “Do you trust me?”

      She smirked. “I suppose. Why do you ask?”

      I stepped out on the branch until it touched the wall of the dormitory, then waved Shala forward. “Come here and wrap your arms around my neck.”

      She smiled, confused. “Seriously?”

      “Seriously. Come on.”

      She stepped forward cautiously until she was close enough to put her hand on my shoulder.

      “Rylan…”

      “Trust me. I know what I’m doing.”

      She seemed nervous and unsure, and I thought she might balk. But she wrapped her arms around my neck and clasped her hands together.

      “Hold on tight,” I said as I gripped the jagged, pitted gaps in the stone masonry and stepped off the tree branch.

      “Rylan!” she gasped.

      I ignored her and kept moving.

      As we climbed above the tree, I felt Shala’s weight shift as she looked down over her shoulder.

      “Rylan, I can’t cast a portal inside the palace grounds!” she whispered frantically. There was no mistaking the terror in her voice. “If we fall—”

      “Then don’t fall,” I said with a chuckle.

      Climbing the dormitory wall was far easier than the cliffs at home, which were all slick with seawater and worn much smoother. I just hoped that no one felt the sudden urge to look over at the wall of the Apprentice dormitory. With all the moonlight, they would most definitely see us.

      Within twenty seconds we reached the roof. Luckily it was entirely flat—otherwise we might have had to do a little more searching for the right spot.

      After I hoisted us up onto the roof, Shala scrambled onto the tiles and proceeded to have a heart attack. I just laughed, stretched out on my back, and looked up at the stars. There were millions of them in the cloudless skies.

      After she calmed down, Shala nestled in beside me and stared at my face.

      “What?” I asked, chuckling at her wide-eyed astonishment.

      “I’ve never seen anyone climb the buildings here before—and definitely not with someone else on their back.”

      “Well, hopefully no one else has ever seen it either, including tonight.”

      Shala laughed, then sat up and looked out over the palace grounds.

      “It’s so beautiful up here…” she murmured.

      It definitely was amazing. The moonlight spilling down on the rising spires of the palace… the stars, bright and flickering, scattered across the sky… the blazing torches and lanterns dotting the rest of the city like an earthbound constellation.

      I looked at Shala and gently touched her face. “It’s pretty, but this view is better.”

      She grinned at me, then swung one leg over my lap and straddled me. Kissing me fiercely, she pulled at the hem of my tunic, stopping just long enough for me to remove it the rest of the way. By the time it was off, Shala had already pulled her blouse up over her head. Her skin glowed in the moonlight as she pushed me down onto my back.

      Leaning over me, she kissed my neck and chest. I felt her naked breasts trace over my skin, and suddenly my breeches felt unbearably tight. Shala’s hands worked to open them next.

      While she quickly untied her own breeches and pulled them off her long legs, I just lay there and watched her. Apparently she hadn’t been fooling around when she’d told me she needed me.

      She straddled me again and guided me inside her, sliding all the way down with a moan. She threw her head back in ecstasy, her dark hair silver as it tossed in the moonlight.

      Then she sat up straight and began to rock back and forth. The moonlight spilled down her neck and breasts, and her nipples were like two brown pearls against her skin.

      Shala sped up and rode me so intensely that it took all I had to not succumb.

      When she reached the peak of her pleasure, a high, gasping cry escaped her that went on for several seconds. I hadn’t expected her to be quite that loud, and hoped no one noticed.

      They did. A lantern flared to life in a window of another stone building across the main walkway.

      I pulled Shala down on top of me, kissing her just hard enough that she couldn’t make as much noise. She pulled back just a little, breathing heavily, and giggled. I chuckled with her and kissed the curve of her neck and shoulder.

      “A little quieter this time,” I whispered in her ear, which made her shudder in my arms.

      Through all of this, she hadn’t stopped moving her hips against mine, and when she grabbed my hair in both hands, she pressed her forehead against mine.

      “I can’t wait to do this where there’s no one around to hear us,” she whispered.

      I just laughed. “Then you can make all the noise you want.”

      Shala kissed me deeply, then rose up above me and rode me harder, bracing herself against my shoulders.

      Maybe it was the full moon. Maybe it was the fact that we were in a place she knew, in familiar surroundings. Whatever it was, she seemed to want more of me here—even more than our first time on the forest floor. And I had no problem letting her take it.

      This time, when we finished together, she buried her face in my neck, her muffled cry making it even harder for me to bite back my own.

      

      When we dressed again afterward, Shala’s cheeks were still flushed. She smiled coyly at me as she readjusted her blouse, and I pulled her back into my lap for a long kiss.

      When we finally stopped, I asked, “Ready to go?”

      She grabbed my face with both hands and gazed deeply into my eyes. “If we have to, I suppose.”

      As much as I would have liked to, we couldn’t stay up here all night. We definitely wouldn’t get any sleep—not with the way she was still looking at me.

      I stood, helped her to her feet, and pulled her with me toward the edge of the roof. “Alright—you can climb down on your own, right?”

      Her eyes widened, and I laughed.

      When she realized I was teasing her, she swatted my shoulder with the back of her hand.

      “Just kidding. Same thing, Shala, just the opposite direction.”

      She wrapped her arms around my neck and shoulders, and hung on for dear life.

      “I’m scared, Rylan,” she whispered.

      “Just close your eyes and let me handle it. It’ll be over in less than a minute.”

      I turned around and lowered us down from the roof, going slower this time. Down was always more difficult than up.

      When I set foot on soft grass, Shala spun me around and pressed me against the wall of the dormitory. Her kiss came more from relief than passion, though it quickly heated up.

      It went on longer than it probably should have, given that we were lit up by the moonlight and visible to anyone who might happen to look our way.

      That was hardly a reason to stop, though.

      Finally, Shala pulled away from me and ran her hands down my chest. “Good night, time mage.”

      I chuckled. “Good night, portal mage.”

      She bit her lip and held my gaze, then slowly turned away. I watched her walk across the grass until she disappeared into the shadows of the first-floor entrance.

      Then I turned and climbed the tree beneath my window, which took me much less time without a woman hanging onto my back. And it gave me a minute to think.

      After knowing Shala for only three days, it seemed she already couldn’t stand to be away from me for very long. Of course, I definitely enjoyed her company, but I hoped her excitement wasn’t growing too quickly into a stronger attachment. She was fun and she was gorgeous, but I wasn’t in love with her. Not yet. Especially not after just three days.

      Thankfully, Joot had left the window open, so I swung my legs over the windowsill and dropped to the floor of our room.

      The elf lifted his head from his pillow, then sighed and lay back down. “Your first night here was a lot better than mine, I can tell you that. Better than any of my nights here, in fact.”

      “Give it time. I’m sure you’ll have some memorable nights of your own,” I replied as I undressed for bed.

      “Hrm,” Joot muttered. “Shala must really like you.”

      “What makes you say that?”

      “Besides the obvious?”

      I chuckled. “Besides the obvious.”

      “As far as I know, she hasn’t slept with any of the other Apprentices here. And it’s not because no one else wants to.”

      That was interesting. She had complained that the men here found books more enticing than women. Apparently she’d misjudged their interest.

      Lying back in bed, I put my hands behind my head and turned to look at Joot. “You can’t tell anyone about Shala and me.”

      “I won’t.”

      “Do I have your word on that?”

      “It’s not like I have anything to gain by running to the Masters with everyone else’s secrets,” he muttered. “I’m already the half-elf potion mage. I don’t need to make things any worse by becoming a snitch.”

      He said it wryly enough, though I could still hear the self-pity in his voice.

      But he still hadn’t given me his word.

      “Joot…”

      “Yes, yes, by Gimmel’s beard, I promise I won’t tell anyone. You have my word.” He turned his head to look at me. “You know there are rules about Apprentices not sleeping together, don’t you?”

      “I don’t care about the rules.”

      Joot just snorted.

      Honestly, it wouldn’t have mattered to me one way or the other if everyone found out, but I knew Shala was worried about us being discovered.

      “But I do care about discretion,” I added. “And about being able to take a man at his word.”

      “Half-elf,” Joot corrected.

      I laughed at that. At least he was claiming it as his own.

      “So, are you running off in the middle of the night with anyone?” I asked.

      Joot groaned. “Only when I’m dreaming. The elven women here won’t touch the human half of me, which is pretty much all of me. And the human girls… well, they’re looking somewhere else entirely. I don’t exactly draw that kind of attention.”

      “I’ll help you with that.”

      Joot looked over at me with his mouth gaping open. “Really?”

      I chuckled. “You have my word.”

      The half-elf let out a laugh of surprise and excitement. “Thank you!”

      “My pleasure.”

      “Want me to show you around the grounds in the morning?”

      “That would be wonderful.”

      “Just don’t be too surprised,” he added. “This place looks a lot different in the daytime with all your clothes on.”

      When I laughed, Joot let out a nervous chuckle, as though he wasn’t used to anyone appreciating his jests.

      As far as half-elves went, Joot wasn’t half bad.
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      It was odd to wake up the next morning to the sound of Joot bustling around our shared quarters instead of the rhythmic crash of waves against the cliffs. I did hear a few birds, though, right outside the window, but it took me a minute to remember where I was.

      The sun had risen just a little above the horizon, light streaming through the tree branches outside our window and onto the floor between our beds. With a grunt, I pushed myself up and gave myself a minute to stretch.

      “Good morning,” Joot called, sounding awfully cheery.

      “Yeah.” That was as much as I could manage after getting less sleep than I probably should have the night before.

      I reached for my tunic and wondered how long I’d have to wear the same clothes before finding something else, especially after two days of riding in these.

      “Wait, wait,” Joot called, spinning around and searching the floor. “Ah, here it is.”

      He ducked beneath the desk at the foot of my bed, then handed me a package wrapped loosely in brown parchment.

      “These are yours.”

      Frowning a little, I took the package from him, which was heavier than I’d expected. When I opened it, I realized my clothing issue had apparently already been solved. Beneath the parchment, I found a pair of black trousers, a black tunic, and a dark-gray cloak, all of them with emerald-green trim. Beneath all that was a pair of simple black boots.

      For a minute, I stared at what looked a lot like a uniform.

      Joot was wearing very much the same thing, only his entire wardrobe was olive-green with brown trim.

      I wasn’t particularly looking forward to wearing something the Council of Mages probably wanted me to wear forever, but at least my set looked better than the half-elf’s.

      “The Apprentices all wear some variation of the same thing,” Joot said with a nod. He must have picked up on my hesitation. “Part of the rules.”

      “And the different colors?” I asked, turning to eye the green and brown colors that made the half-elf look like a burning twig with his bright red hair.

      “Those are based on the colors of our casting. Orange for fire mages. Pink for enchanters. Aquamarine for water mages. Obviously you know your own colors. And mine,” he said as he gestured down at his olive-green clothes.

      “Shala’s casting was yellow,” I said as I pulled the black tunic over my head. It was soft, light, moveable, and actually fit me quite well. “Merrick’s was purple.”

      Joot cringed a little when I said Merrick’s name, but he nodded and seemed to let it go. “Yes. Portal mage and beast mage. When did you see them casting?”

      “While we were traveling.”

      Right now didn’t seem like the best time to get into the goblin attack on my village or the fight I’d had with Merrick that same night. Maybe there wouldn’t ever be a right time for that, now that I’d apparently become an Apprentice.

      “I bet that was entertaining.” Joot chuckled, then grabbed a massive stack of books from the desk beside his bed while I finished changing my clothes.

      The boots weren’t uncomfortable; I just didn’t like having to wear them. Two days riding here from Rivermeet had been enough of wearing anything on my feet. I wondered what would happen if I showed up to my lessons barefoot instead.

      Then I remembered Arjen telling me Lammel would be training me, and Shala had said the man kept portals open in the stables. If training happened to take place there, I could tolerate the boots.

      “Come on, then,” Joot said with a grin. “Time for food.”

      As we made our way down the stairs and out of the dormitory, Joot continued to explain how things worked.

      “Training happens with your primary master on your own power. Which…” He trailed off and looked at me. “Evernal doesn’t have a time mage, though.”

      “Only one kingdom does, and according to Arjen, it’s far away,” I confirmed. “So I’ll be studying with Lammel, apparently.”

      “Oh. Well, Master Lammel is definitely skilled, even if he isn’t a time mage. Beyond training, though, our days are pretty free. The library’s always open. We can go pretty much wherever we want on the palace grounds. Except the palace. And Apprentices are expected to train together on their own to learn new skills.”

      Joot said this last bit with a roll of his eyes, which I took to mean he either didn’t enjoy training with other mages, or no one else enjoyed training with him. Honestly, potions did sound rather dull compared to everything else.

      We followed one of the footpaths around the palace and passed by other Apprentices on their way to wherever they were headed.

      A group of female elves caught my eye, all of them tall and fair and smiling at me beneath heavy-lidded eyes.

      Two other women, one of them with green skin, hurried past us. The green one turned back to study me over her shoulder, then whispered something to her friend. They both turned back one more time, at which point I grinned at them openly. Both women hurried away, blushing and giggling.

      Maybe being an Apprentice in Evernal wouldn’t be all that bad.

      “See?” Joot said dourly. “I knew it. You haven’t even done anything yet, and they love you.”

      “I wouldn’t say they love me, Joot. They’re just interested.”

      “No doubt they’ll be banging on our window in the middle of the night, too. I’ll never get any sleep.”

      I laughed. Neither would I.

      “How many Apprentices are there, anyway?”

      “About a hundred, so not that many. Doesn’t stop everyone from forming their own little tribes, though.”

      The half-elf sounded a little bitter.

      “Tribes?” I asked. “You mean they all come from the same places?”

      Joot snorted. “No, I mean they all have their own social circles. You follow?”

      I thought I did, but coming from a small village where we all lived together in peace, I figured it was better to let him explain. “Not really.”

      “First off there’s the Aristocrats. Human children of nobility from right here in Evernal. They’re wealthy and self-important, for the most part. And those elves we passed? Elves keep to themselves as a general rule. They think they’re better than everyone else. But they’re really only here as part of an exchange between us and the elven lands, to keep the peace and strengthen our alliance. I’m not sure any of them actually want to be here.”

      We passed a low bench, where three mages sat side by side with thick books laid open on their laps.

      “The Scholars,” Joot continued, nodding their way. “Some people here don’t care for anything but how much knowledge they can cram into their heads. They won’t talk to you. Ever. At least, if they do, I’ve never seen it. But sit down with them, open a book, and keep your mouth shut, you’re basically in.”

      On another path running parallel to ours, two mages in black robes walked past one of the guards I’d seen stationed around the palace’s inner grounds. One of the mages pointed at the soldier and shouted, “You still owe me from last week’s game!”

      The soldier shook his head and kept walking, though he and the other two male mages grinned as they parted ways.

      “We call those the Barbarians,” Joot explained. “They spend most of their time gaming with the soldiers around here, showing off with swords and jousting. Sometimes a fistfight.”

      “They don’t get in trouble for fighting the guards?” I asked. I had a feeling that if I tried anything like that, no soldier would simply chuckle and shake their head at me.

      “I suppose everyone agrees it’s all in good fun,” the half-elf replied, scowling at the two mages before they passed us on the other path. “Apparently, casting isn’t physical enough for them.”

      “Any other tribes I should know about?” I fought to keep a straight face when I asked this. Joot’s descriptions made it seem like the Apprentices here didn’t have enough to keep them busy, especially if they had to start categorizing each other.

      “The Rebels. Social malcontents and not particularly friendly, either. Somehow, they’re all still good-looking.” Joot took a deep breath, sighed, and spread his arms. “Then there’s me. Well, a few others who don’t really belong with anyone. Let’s just say I’m too unique to be defined.”

      He spun 180 degrees and walked backward for a few steps, his wavy red hair bouncing on his forehead. I snorted and shook my head. His outlook seemed to have improved at least a little since the night before.

      Finally, we made it to the dining hall. Voices echoed from the open doors even before we stepped inside. Three incredibly large tables filled up the wide room, all of them set with a huge array of food—biscuits, butter and honey, sausage, hardboiled eggs, grapes and berries and apples, something that might have been sweetbread, and large pewter pitchers. The sound of all the conversation and eating and clanging of utensils on plates was deafening. But the sight of all that food made me realize just how hungry I was.

      Before we could get to one of the benches, a young blonde woman passed in front of us, wearing an embroidered tunic and matching trousers that shimmered like silk as she moved. She practically glided across the floor, her steps soft, her face turned up just a little so her tiny nose pointed upward. I’d never seen anyone with that fair of skin, and I’d definitely never seen any woman as gorgeous.

      “Who is that?” I asked Joot, unable to keep from staring after the woman until she disappeared through the dining hall’s open doorway.

      “Untouchable,” he replied, sounding a little breathless himself, then he nudged me with an elbow. “She’s a princess.”

      “Too full of herself, huh?”

      Any woman who looked like that had the right to be, I thought.

      “No.” Joot grabbed a plate from the table and started piling it with food. “I mean, she is a little. That’s Princess Elara, King Havas’s youngest daughter.”

      “I’d expected a princess to at least dress like one,” I muttered, though I honestly hadn’t seen a princess before. “Why is she here?”

      Joot took a huge bite of biscuit, then set the rest on his plate. “She was born a mage. A frost mage. The way I heard it, she argued with her father for years before he’d let her train as an Apprentice.”

      “Does she spend any time with other Apprentices?”

      The half-elf shot me a glance and raised his eyebrow. I’d thought I’d masked my question fairly well, but apparently not.

      “Not in the way you mean, Rylan. She’ll probably marry a prince, anyway, so you’ll just have to content yourself with every other woman here,” he said, and shook his head with a snort.

      A low, deep bell tolled once across the palace grounds. The next second, everyone sitting at the long tables in the dining hall stood abruptly, grabbed their belongings, and hurried outside. Joot sighed and rolled his eyes.

      “What’s going on?” I asked.

      “First hour. I thought we had more time.”

      “What?”

      “It’s how they keep time here. If you have studies, you go to meet your Master. I have potions and enchantment right now.” He glanced farther down the table at the rest of the meal laid out, then shrugged. “You’re welcome to come with me, if you want. I’d grab something to eat first.”

      I definitely didn’t want to miss a meal. When I’d piled a few slices of still-warm bread in my hand and grabbed two hardboiled eggs, Joot hurried out of the dining hall after the last of the other Apprentices. I followed and broke my fast on the way.
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      Joot took me to yet another building, and we were definitely the last Apprentices to step inside for this ‘first hour.’ We went up a short flight of stairs, then entered a room with only three other Apprentices.

      “Mistress Valasia is an enchantress mage,” Joot muttered as we took our seats at the long table. “Potions and enchanting overlap in a lot of ways. There’s a potion for almost everything. Love, confusion, compulsion, stubbornness—”

      “Love potions?” I asked, trying not to laugh. “And you haven’t made any of those to use for yourself?”

      Joot quickly shook his head. “Strictly forbidden. And… well… that’s actually the only potion I’ve ever had trouble getting right.”

      “So you’ve tried, then,” I said with a grin.

      Joot blushed. “For training purposes only!”

      “Don’t worry, your secret is safe with me,” I chuckled.

      “It was for training purposes only!” he whispered frantically.

      The window at the opposite wall looked out over a courtyard behind the building, where the clear day lit up the green grass. A few birds fluttered past the window, and I started to wonder whether or not Joot’s studies were more self-taught than he’d made them out to be. Then a woman wearing flowing robes entered the room from a side door.

      She was at most a decade older than I was, her ebony hair spilling down over her shoulders and milky-white skin showing beneath the collar of her blouse. She stepped quickly to a desk in front of the window.

      “She’s an instructor?” I whispered to Joot.

      Everywhere I looked, it seemed, another incredible woman caught my attention. It was no wonder Joot was having his own rather large share of misfortune with women here: they were all gorgeous. And the more of them I saw, the better I liked the idea of staying in Evernal for a while.

      “She’s one of the ten Masters on the Council, too,” Joot muttered.

      “She’s incredible.” I shook my head and couldn’t look away from Mistress Valasia. Nor could I keep myself from grinning.

      “Also strictly forbidden.” Joot elbowed me in the side again. “Apprentices and Masters? You’ll never get away with breaking that rule.”

      Valasia looked up from the table where she’d been studying a stack of parchment and smiled at me. Her one raised eyebrow made me sit up just a little taller.

      “Grand Master Arjen mentioned a new Apprentice,” she said, her voice low and commanding. “You must be Rylan. Welcome.”

      “Thank you,” I said, definitely enjoying the sound of my name on her lips.

      “Unfortunately, Rylan, my skills are limited to Enchanting. I don’t think I can offer a time mage very much in the way of tutelage.”

      The three other Apprentices beside us at the table shifted around, and one of them asked, “You’re a time mage?”

      “That’s what everyone keeps saying,” I replied, though I still didn’t break away from Valasia’s fierce green eyes.

      She blinked slowly, her long lashes casting thin shadows on her cheeks, then bent her head back toward her parchments with a smile. “You’re more than welcome to sit in today, Rylan, but we should find you Masters more suited to your specific talents.”

      “I’m meeting with Master Lammel at midday,” I told her, hoping it would make her look back up at me again.

      It didn’t.

      “Excellent. Let’s begin, shall we?”

      The woman shifted around a few more papers on her desk, eyed them for a moment, then looked up at the entire group. It didn’t seem possible that I’d be able to focus more on the lesson than on the sight of her standing, but she very quickly proved me wrong.

      “Today, I want to examine what we know about the Overlord, specifically due to his reputation as an Enchanter.”

      I actually heard Joot swallow beside me.

      “Our reports suggest he may also be a mind mage, meaning he can access the minds of others and manipulate them to a degree. Despite the fact that no one has seen the Overlord in person, we know he’s a saurid. Reptilian, much larger than the average human male, and all but extinct. Of course, there are those in Evernal who question whether the Overlord really exists at all beyond the whispers that precede him. Personally, I prefer to be as prepared as possible. If the Overlord is nothing more than a fable, I would happily accept the fact. If he does, in fact, exist, then you and I will all be armed with knowledge, at the very least.”

      I still wasn’t entirely convinced that the Overlord existed, either, but I did find it interesting that Valasia hadn’t exactly offered her own opinion on it. Not like Merrick had, at any rate.

      “Before these tales of the Overlord began,” she continued, “orcs, goblins, dark elves, lycans, and various other… less ‘cooperative’ races had never before managed to ally themselves with anyone, let alone each other. For the sake of our lesson, I’m going to speak about this Overlord as though he were made of flesh and blood and truly is the last saurid.”

      Valasia swept her gaze over all five students sitting attentively in front of her. A tingle rolled up my spine when her eyes met mine. Then she stepped out from behind her desk to pace while she spoke.

      “The Overlord united these races under one banner, but instead of coming after human and elven realms with military might, he put into motion an overwhelmingly broad campaign with a much more subtle purpose. He sought to plant the seeds of dissension, mistrust, greed, and betrayal within his enemies’ kingdoms, rotting them from within.

      “A little over five years ago, this campaign of his came to fruition with the human kings on the outer edges of the empire. His dark seeds grew, and these kings renounced their alliance with Evernal and the Unified Kingdoms to join the Overlord in his quest. He feeds their loyalty on seductive promises of power, of claiming neighboring kingdoms as their own, of overthrowing those who may have insulted them or denied their ambitions in the past. And in the last five years, each of those kings have flourished within their own lands.

      “We assume the few other kings in the Outer Perimeter who haven’t been quite as vocal about their opposition or loyalty to the Overlord have already turned themselves over to him. Their nobles, servants, and court advisors are most likely also in the saurid’s employ. The Unified Kingdoms as a whole regards them as spies for the Overlord’s growing forces. Of course, we can do no more than speculate when most of the facts are as yet unconfirmed, but it can only be assumed that once the Overlord has enough kingdoms under his banner—either openly or covertly—he will rally everyone to his call and launch a devastating attack upon the rest of the kingdoms.”

      I’d gathered that much after Merrick had shouted essentially the same thing at me. The other Apprentices, though—including Joot—seemed to take Valasia’s words a little harder than I’d expected. Weren’t the Apprentices supposed to have all been training from the beginning to stop the Overlord? The thin man sitting on the other side of me blinked rapidly and looked like he was about to be sick.

      “However,” Valasia continued, either unaffected by the measure of fear her words had caused or unaware of it, “there hasn’t been an incursion into local lands for the last fifty years—”

      “Until a few days ago,” I interrupted.

      I couldn’t help it. Word of what had happened at my village obviously hadn’t reached the Masters in Evernal yet, and it didn’t seem right that this lesson would continue without acknowledging what had almost completely devastated Rivermeet.

      Joot’s head whipped toward me in surprise, and I felt the other Apprentices’ gazes on me, too.

      Valasia stopped her pacing, looked at me, and smiled. “Would you like to continue the lesson, Rylan?”

      She didn’t say it in anger, though. It seemed more like she found it highly amusing to be interrupted. I had a feeling that didn’t happen much.

      I just shook my head. “I didn’t mean it like that.”

      “No, you sounded quite confident in your statement.” The woman turned her body to fully face me and opened her hand in invitation. “I would love to know where you heard this information.”

      Well, it hadn’t been the right time to tell Joot about the goblin attack this morning, but I had to explain it all now.

      “I didn’t hear about it,” I told her. “I saw it with my own eyes. Three goblin ships attacked my village just three days ago. Before I left to come here.”

      That was the shorter version, of course, but Valasia seemed a lot more interested in it than I’d expected. “Would you care to describe what happened, Rylan? If you’re comfortable with doing so, of course.”

      I shrugged. “I’m not uncomfortable.”

      It did seem a little odd that she’d heard of me coming to Evernal as an apprentice, but hadn’t been told why Merrick and Shala had been sent to find me in Rivermeet in the first place. So I told her everything—the goblin ships, the fire mage nearly destroying my village, Merrick and Shala arriving to cast portals and control beasts from the top of the cliff. When she asked me if I’d done anything myself to turn the goblin ships away, I only said I’d helped. This small room with four other Apprentices, who had all stared at me with their mouths open while I spoke, didn’t feel like the right place to talk so openly about killing the fire mage and seeing the man in black with the eyepatch. I didn’t need to peg myself as a murderer on my first day as an Apprentice, despite the fact that I’d done it to save my village and all the people I’d ever cared about.

      “And after the ships retreated?” Valasia asked.

      I shrugged. “I decided to come to Evernal. We rode for two days, entered the palace grounds, and met Master Arjen in his tower. That was when he told me I’d be training with Master Lammel.”

      Valasia paused for a moment, then pressed her hands together and pointed her fingertips at me. “I stand corrected. I’ll be sure to enquire with Master Merrick as to why he did not relay such an important occurrence to me when you arrived.”

      Her narrowed eyes were the only indication that she was frustrated, and it made me wonder if Merrick usually told the woman about everything else—if they spent more time together, alone, than any other two Masters stationed at the palace.

      The low bell tolled again, echoing through the building and across the grounds outside. Two more birds startled from the tree just outside and took flight.

      “That will be all for today, then,” Valasia said, gesturing with a hand toward the door. “Welcome again, Rylan.”

      When she sat down behind her desk again and focused on the parchments laid out in front of her, I gathered I’d been dismissed as well.

      The other Apprentices had already collected their things to exit the room, and they glanced back at me with wide eyes. Joot just stared at me as we stood and made our way out of the building.

      “By Doral’s Bow,” he muttered. “Simply incredible…”

      “What is?” I asked, just a little disconcerted by the way he was eyeing me now.

      “Most Apprentices have never even spoken to Grand Master Arjen. You sat down and had a meal with him. In his chambers.” The half-elf shook his head. “You might as well have been dining with the king, too. Though nobody else besides Elara has done that, either.”

      When we stepped outside, I noticed one of the mages who’d sat in on Valasia’s lecture. He leaned sideways into a group of other Apprentices, muttering something, and when Joot and I passed by, he nodded in our direction. Every male Apprentice in the group looked at me, their eyes wide and disbelieving.

      Two of the women, though, fluttered their lashes as they smiled at me.

      “Oh, good,” Joot said, his sarcasm entirely clear. “Just one more thing to add to the list of what now makes you everyone’s favorite.”

      “Just for eating with Master Arjen?”

      “And everything else in your story, too.”

      The half-elf paused to stare at another group of Apprentices, most of them either frowning at me or looking over their shoulders to get another glance.

      Joot snorted. “Word travels fast.”

      That seemed to be true. At least I’d been the one to tell the story first.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            14

          

        

      

    

    
      “So…” Joot said slowly, “I have potions next. You’re welcome to come, if you want. But you might just—”

      “That’s fine,” I said, saving him the discomfort of reminding me how different our powers were. “I’ll just wander around the grounds a bit.”

      “Right.” The half-elf gave me a curt nod, then turned onto another footpath and hurried toward another building, his head bent low, his eyes staring at the ground.

      If he always walked like that, it was even less surprising he had such poor luck with the women here. We would have to work on that.

      I stepped off the path and took my time walking around, taking in the sight of the palace grounds in the daytime. They really were spectacular—clean, well-kept, plenty of space. It didn’t exactly challenge my love for Rivermeet and living next to the ocean, but I could almost forget that I was walking within a series of large circular walls around the palace, the inner city, and Evernal beyond that.

      I passed two soldiers apparently on patrol, both of them with their hands on their sword hilts. They eyed me for a moment, though it seemed more like they were wary of a new face than awed by my presence. I wouldn’t have been surprised if they’d heard whatever had been whispered about me in the last quarter-hour, but what these men thought was none of my concern.

      Following the curve of the courtyard around the palace, I found myself walking through a large garden in full bloom, vibrant flowers everywhere I looked. Their fragrance perfumed the air. I paused to inhale the heavenly scent, then kept moving.

      On the other side of a pond, I ended up at the edge of an archery range. Half a dozen wooden targets on stacked hay bales were lined up at the far side, and most of the archers training at them now were soldiers.

      One wasn’t. She had to be an Apprentice, dressed all in black like that, though the trim on her trousers and tunic was silver. Her auburn hair was pulled loosely back away from her face, and when she nocked the next arrow, she waited a few seconds before lifting her bow to take aim. I stopped to watch her, curious to know why she paused so long after pulling back the bowstring to finally loose the arrow.

      When she did release, her arrow hit an outer ring around the target’s center.

      I figured it was a good time to approach—before she had a loaded weapon again—and stopped just a few feet away.

      “Not bad,” I said.

      Lowering her bow, the woman turned halfway round and eyed me from head to toe. Then she smirked and raised an eyebrow. “Not bad?”

      “Well, I’m fairly certain the goal is to hit the center of the target.” I nodded toward the painted board roped to the hay bales and tried to suppress a smile. Hopefully she would figure out I was trying to flirt with her.

      For a second, she looked like she might have taken offense to my comment. Then she set her free hand on her hip and shifted her weight. “I’ll have you know I wasn’t aiming for the center.”

      “Oh, just everything else, then?”

      She smirked again and tilted her head to the side. “You’re rather cocky, aren’t you? What’s your name?”

      I grinned, glad that she’d responded the way I’d hoped. “Rylan.”

      “I’m Jacosta.” She offered her bow to me. “Please, by all means, show me how you hit what you’re aiming for.”

      With a chuckle, I took the bow and the arrow she offered me. “I always hit what I’m aiming for.”

      Her eyes widened in mock surprise. “Oh, isn’t that impressive?”

      She looked like she was about to laugh, and I turned away to nock the arrow and take aim.

      I was actually a fair shot, and my arrow found its mark just outside the black center of the target. Jacosta clapped softly before I had the chance to turn around, and I chuckled when she stepped up beside me with a nod of acknowledgment.

      “Not bad,” she said, eyeing me over her shoulder. She extended her hand for her bow, and I handed it over willingly.

      She pulled another arrow from the quiver at her back, nocked it quickly, and added, “Now I’m aiming for the center.”

      Again, she paused before lifting the bow, drew back on the bowstring, and paused again for several seconds. I thought I heard her slow, soft exhale just before she released, and this time, her arrow hit squarely in the target’s center.

      “I believe that counts as you having missed what you were aiming for,” she said.

      “I wasn’t aiming for the absolute center,” I said with a shrug, definitely amused by our flirtatious rivalry. “And you’ve been out here practicing for who knows how long. That was my first arrow of the day.”

      “Ohhhh, he’s just not warmed up yet,” she said, playfully mocking me. Then she grinned and handed me her bow one more time. “Better make this one count, then.”

      When I grabbed the arrow she offered, she didn’t immediately let go. I grinned and laughed. Two could play at this.

      I fired the next arrow, then used my power to slow time until the metal tip crawled through the air. I’d timed it perfectly; the arrow was close enough to the target that when I made it across the field, all it needed was a little nudge in the right direction. Grinning, I hurried back to Jacosta’s side and released time again.

      It wouldn’t have before, but now my arrow split her last one down the center and buried itself in the wooden target right on top of hers.

      The woman’s head jerked quickly toward me, and she narrowed her eyes. “How did you do that?”

      “Do what?” I asked innocently.

      “You changed the path of the arrow.”

      I stared at her in shock. “You saw me?”

      “No, but I knew where your shot would land—and then it didn’t land there. How did you cheat?”

      “I can stop time and move things around,” I said, then added jokingly, “And I wouldn’t call it cheating, since no one said I couldn’t do it.”

      “Oh, is that the way it is?” she asked tartly. “Well, you’re not the only one with a power, Rylan.”

      She took the bow from me and nocked another arrow. This time when she drew back, the arrowhead took on a yellow glow, then flared around the edges with crackling energy. The woman took another breath, blew it slowly out, and released the bowstring.

      I certainly hadn’t expected the hiss and crack of splitting wood, the splintered fragments shattering in all directions, or the burst of hay flying high into the air and fluttering down upon nearly the entire squared-off area. It was incredible.

      “No casting on the range!” a soldier shouted from the far end of the field.

      “Oh, did you hear that?” Jacosta asked me with a grin. “I think he was talking to you.”

      I laughed, still completely awed by whatever she’d just done with her last shot. “How’d you do that?”

      “Practice,” she said, then laughed. “My power allows me to convert any object to its underlying magical energy. When fired, they make for decent explosives as well.”

      I’d never heard of anything like that before. Out of everything I’d seen so far in the city, Jacosta’s power might have been my favorite. “Could you do the same thing with, say, a mountain?”

      Jacosta scoffed. “That would destroy an entire kingdom, Rylan.”

      “But could you?”

      She held my gaze for a few seconds, then sighed and shook her head. “An arrowhead’s about as much as I can manage right now. But I’m working on it.”

      Suddenly the bell tolled. Jacosta looked across the grounds, then back at me.

      “That’s third bell. I’m headed to see my Master next.” She strapped the bow over her head and across her shoulder, then nodded at me. “Keep practicing.”

      “Don’t go blowing up any mountains,” I teased her.

      She laughed. “I’ll try not to.”

      Before she’d walked a dozen paces, my curiosity got the better of me.

      “Before you go,” I called, “what were you aiming at?”

      She turned back to me and frowned. “What?”

      “Right before I walked up, you hit the outer ring of the center. If you weren’t trying to hit the bullseye, what were you aiming at?”

      Another grin spread across her face. “Flies.”

      I must have looked confused, because she laughed.

      “I smeared honey on the target when I got here. I was shooting the flies.”

      I barked out a laugh; that was the last thing I’d expected her to say. “That’s impossible.”

      “Well, I’d prove it to you, but I seem to have destroyed the target.” She gestured toward the scattered remains. “Come back again tomorrow and I’ll show you.”

      “I plan to.”

      “See you then.” Jacosta turned away and lifted her hand in farewell, but she didn’t look back. If she had, she would have seen me watching her until she disappeared through the gardens.

      Chuckling, I shook my head and continued past the archery range, very much looking forward to tomorrow.
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      I kept moving across the well-kept grounds, enjoying the sunshine despite how quickly it warmed my black clothes.

      “Rylan!”

      I looked around to see who was shouting. From the side of another multi-storied building, a shorter man in billowing robes waved his arm in the air and made his way toward me. It took me a few seconds to recognize Master Lammel, whom I hadn’t expected to see for at least another hour.

      “Good to find you here, my boy.” The old man was surprisingly quick for how old he looked. “I happen to have some unexpected free time before the midday meal. We might as well begin now, don’t you think?”

      That wasn’t exactly what I’d been hoping to hear. I would have much rather kept moving through the grounds, getting to know the other Apprentices—specifically the women.

      “I don’t want to bother you—”

      “No bother!” Lammel said cheerfully, waving his hand in front of his face. “No bother at all! Come, come, let’s get to it.”

      It seemed I didn’t have much of a choice. The old man bustled past me and kept moving straight, and as I followed him, I found myself staring down at his bald head.

      I hadn’t realized we’d be going into another tower built into the high wall surrounding the palace grounds, but Lammel led us right to the door and opened it briskly.

      “After you, my boy,” he said, bubbling over with enthusiasm.

      I nodded in thanks, then stepped inside and climbed another twisting set of stairs.

      “Just open the door when you get there,” he called out behind me.

      When we reached the landing, the door’s hinges squeaked noisily as I pushed it open. I thought maybe I’d picked the wrong door, though I’d only seen one.

      “Go on,” Lammel said. “Step inside.”

      I inched my way through the door and took care to stay as close to the wall as I could. The sight in front of me was a bit intimidating, to say the least, especially when I had no idea what it was.

      In the middle of the room was a massive square grid with glowing lines etched into the stone floor. At least three dozen two-foot-long crystals were sunk into the stone, jutting up at seemingly random points along the glowing lines. Each of the crystals glowed with a different color, and they all produced a low, trembling hum that filled the air and sent an odd vibration through my body.

      Lammel gestured towards the grid.

      “This is the portal room. You’re looking at our defense system, specifically erected to keep anyone from creating a portal inside the city. Porting in or out, of course. These crystals are all connected through various bonds of energy and a few intricate spells, if I do say so myself. To remove one of them would weaken Evernal’s defenses. If enough of them were moved from their precise locations, an enemy would find themselves with sudden access to opening a portal within these walls.” The man peered at me with a sly smile. “I try not to move them.”

      He seemed to think this was remarkably funny, chuckling as he stepped past me toward the other side of the portal room.

      “This way, my boy. We’re going up again.”

      I eyed the defense system for a bit longer before following him. Shala hadn’t fully explained the intricacy of Lammel’s magical wards around the city, but seeing them now, I suddenly had a much higher confidence in the man’s ability to train me, even though he wasn’t a time mage.

      We walked up another flight of winding stairs on the other side of the wide tower, and Lammel finally pushed open the last door into what I first thought was a storage room. The place was piled high with books, with teetering towers of them on top of fully crammed bookshelves. The desks and table were cluttered with loose parchment, quills, inkpots, and more books, with mismatched chairs of different sizes stacked with even more. Then I noticed the bed at the far side of the large, circular room and realized that Lammel lived here, just like Arjen lived in the other tower.

      “Just clear yourself a seat,” the old man said while he pulled a stack of papers off a chair and set them on the floor. “I tried organizing all this once, but it’s a waste of time. I couldn’t find anything.”

      Biting back a smile, I cleared off another chair of its many books before sitting down. I didn’t bother to touch the mess of parchment on the nearby table.

      “Now, why don’t you tell me what you can do,” Lammel said, blinking quickly at me from across the table. “I’d ask you to show me, but I suspect I wouldn’t be able to see it.”

      The man chuckled at himself, then cleared his throat and smiled expectantly at me.

      I thought about how best to explain it.

      “Well, I… slow things down. Not to the point that everything stops completely, but almost. And though everything else is slowed down, I can move as I normally would.”

      “Good.” Lammel nodded. “Explain that.”

      “Moving?”

      “Yes.”

      The only example that came to me in the moment was the recent fun I’d had with Jacosta.

      “I met another Apprentice this morning on the archery range. I slowed everything down right after shooting an arrow, and I ran over and pushed it slightly to the side so it hit exactly where I wanted it to.”

      I smiled a little as I remembered the dubious squint of Jacosta’s eyes when she’d realized what I’d done.

      “Ah. So you can manipulate material objects during this window of your activated power,” Lammel said.

      “Window?”

      “The period of time during which you can cast your spell. Think of it as an actual window which you can open, but which creaks slowly closed. While the window is open, your power can slow time. When the window closes shut, though, your power ceases to work. And then you must wait a certain amount of time before you can open the window again. Would you say this is an adequate description of how your powers work?”

      I nodded. “Sounds about right.”

      “Excellent. And how long do these windows tend to last?”

      “Half a minute,” I said. It didn’t sound like much, but it had proven to be enough when I fought the goblins and the fire mage. “That’s if I… use it all at once. I can break it up, you know. A few seconds here and there, if I want. But once it all adds up to half a minute, I can’t use my power anymore for a while.”

      Lammel’s bald head bobbed up and down, the thin wisps of what little hair remained above his ears fluttering as he moved. “Tell me about that recovery time.”

      “The what?”

      “How long do you have to rest before you can cast again? Before you can open the window again, as it were.”

      I was a little frustrated by not having realized what he meant by ‘recovery time,’ but then again, I’d never actually spoken about my power like this with anyone.

      “A few minutes. After that, though, I have another half minute again.”

      “Yes. This recovery time is necessary and normal after your mystical energies have been depleted. I’m sure you’ll be happy to know that you can change that, Rylan.” He smiled when I sat up straighter in my chair.

      “You mean I won’t have to rest after casting?”

      “Not quite. A recovery time is always necessary, though with practice and concentration, you can learn to stretch the duration of your casting and decrease the time needed to replenish those energies.”

      Lammel shuffled through the scattered papers on the table, looking for something. “Tell me, my boy—your village is on the ocean, yes?”

      I didn’t see the connection between that and my powers, but I answered, “Yes.”

      “Have you ever jumped off a cliff into the ocean and stopped time while you were still in the air?”

      “Yes, of course.” In fact, I’d spent a lot of afternoons in my childhood doing just that.

      “What happens?”

      “I go slow, too.”

      Lammel stopped his search and looked at me in shock. “Really! You mean, you move slowly through the air?”

      “Yes.”

      I’d loved the sensation when I was a child—watching the surface of the waves creep towards me at a snail’s pace, then feeling my fingers enter the cool water slowly as my entire body crashed through a veil of bubbles that rolled over me like silver beads.

      “But you’re still conscious that time is moving more slowly, yes?” Lammel asked.

      “Yes.”

      “Can you redirect your motion while you’re still midair?”

      “No. Not unless I have something I can grab onto or push off of.”

      “Like a tree branch, say?”

      “Right.”

      “Interesting… so you only move faster than everything else when you can walk or run on land, or push off against a solid object?”

      “Or swim in the ocean, yes.”

      “Because you can pull your arms and kick your legs against the water?”

      “I guess.”

      “But if you are falling in the air and you stop time, you go slow as well… fascinating! Truly fascinating…”

      Lammel went back to searching his desk and finally found what he was looking for: a copper coin. He stood straight up, lifted his arm, and dropped the coin onto the table, where it bounced and spun noisily before falling still.

      “In honor of your own experiments with jumping from cliffs, we’ll start your training with a falling object,” Lammel said with a grin. “I’m going to drop this coin again. I want you to use your power and count the seconds until you have to stop and return time to normal.”

      “Alright.” If this man could teach me how to use my power for longer than I’d ever managed on my own, I would watch him drop that coin all day.

      “Excellent.” Lammel retrieved the coin and lifted it into the air. “On my count. One, two, three!”

      Green light burst from my hands, and the copper coin hung there just below Lammel’s parted fingers. I counted, watching the coin drift with agonizing slowness toward the table. It seemed to last forever, which probably stemmed from the fact that I just sat there in the chair and watched the thing drop. But from the corner of my eye, I did see the green glow around my hands growing brighter, shifting into something that looked a lot like the distinct, patterned lines I’d seen when other mages cast their own power.

      By the time the coin’s edge touched the tabletop, I’d counted to thirty exactly, and time returned. The coin bounced several times on the table, then spun and came to a halt.

      “I counted thirty,” I said, looking up at Lammel.

      “Excellent.” He picked up the coin one more time and held it out above the table. “Now do it again.”

      “What?” I frowned at him. “You mean after the recovery period?”

      “No, Rylan. I mean right now.” The man just blinked at me, offering no explanation for the unexpected request.

      “I just told you I can’t,” I said. “I need at least a few minutes.”

      “And you always will if you don’t keep going. Now cast.”

      He dropped the coin, and my hands flared with green light again. Three seconds—that was all I could manage before time returned again and the coin dropped the rest of the way to the table.

      A wave of heat rushed through my body, like I’d just run a quarter mile and had only now stopped to catch my breath.

      “How long?” the old man asked.

      “Three seconds.”

      “Good. Again.”

      “Master Lammel—”

      “This is your training, Rylan. The very first stages of it.”

      Lammel’s gaze was so intense, I couldn’t argue with him.

      But I didn’t really want to. I wanted to learn how to do this.

      He pushed my limits to slow time again and again without rest. I’d never even thought to attempt this before on my own, because I hadn’t known it was possible.

      Over four more attempts, I never got past three seconds. The final time, I only made it for two before my power dropped away.

      I realized I was breathing heavily, sweat dripping from my brow and soaking the black tunic I wore.

      “Two seconds,” I grunted as I slumped back against the chair and tried not to look as exhausted as I felt. “Don’t we have a midday meal coming up?”

      “There’s food right there, if you’re hungry.”

      Lammel gestured to a much smaller table a few feet away. The plate resting there boasted only a few slices of bread and cheese, both of which looked rather hard and stale and completely unappetizing. Looking at that only made me realize that I wasn’t actually hungry at all.

      I heard water being poured and turned back to Lammel as he set a copper cup in front of me. I took a few slow drinks of cool water.

      “Continue,” the man said.

      The coin hit the table three more times, and now I couldn’t make my casting last longer than two seconds.

      After the third attempt, my vision started closing in on itself. I swayed sideways in my chair before clutching at the table just to keep from toppling over onto the floor.

      “All right,” Lammel said. “Take a few minutes to rest.”

      My hand shook a little when I reached out for the cup of water again. Another drink seemed to help the pounding behind my eyes. Then I dropped my forearms onto the table and leaned forward to rest my forehead on top of them. I hadn’t felt this weak and useless in years, not since Jerris taught me at five years old to hold my breath for minutes underwater.

      “Why don’t you tell me how you spent your morning?” Lammel asked, pulling out his own chair to sit again.

      I grunted into my folded forearms but lifted my head to answer him. “I sat in on Mistress Valasia’s lesson.”

      Lammel nodded. “And how did you find it?”

      “Informative, I suppose. She spoke of the Overlord and what he’s been doing within the outer-boundary kingdoms. That is, if he even exists.”

      “The Overlord is not a myth, Rylan.”

      I stared at Master Lammel. “Have you seen him?”

      “Grand Master Arjen has. And even though it was not ocular proof, I myself have witnessed the Overlord’s hold on other kings.”

      I frowned. All the pieces didn’t quite add up. “If Grand Master Arjen saw him, why doesn’t everyone believe him?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Mistress Valasia said there are still those who think the Overlord is a fairy tale. Nothing to be concerned about at all.”

      Lammel’s brow furrowed. “There are those who take issue with Grand Master Arjen himself and the viability of his power.”

      I must have looked completely lost, because he added, “That his visions are merely echoes of future possibility and not what truly is to come. Perhaps even that he sees only what he wishes to see.”

      That was hard to believe, especially because I couldn’t imagine Arjen wanting to see me burned alive by the goblin attack on my village. He’d sent Merrick and Shala there to find me and intervene, which didn’t seem like something that would have been very effective if his visions weren’t the truth.

      “He saw the goblin attack on Rivermeet,” I said.

      Lammel nodded. “He did. He’s seen many things, Rylan, and I’m sure he’s told me less than half of them. Grand Master Arjen is also afraid the Overlord may be reaching the end of his quiet planning in the darkness. That he’s readying to make war on the Unified Kingdoms and the rest of Voth very soon.”

      In that moment, I appreciated Arjen a little bit more despite his eccentricity. From what I’d seen, he was kind and good-natured. If I had constant visions of the Overlord gathering forces in a way no one had seen for centuries—maybe ever—and not everyone believed me, I would probably be furious all the time.

      “You’ve had a few minutes of rest, now,” Lammel said, breaking the seriousness of our conversation with a quick smile. “Let’s try this one more time.”

      He stood and resumed his position with the coin in hand and his arm stretched out over the table.

      “One, two, three!”

      When the green light bloomed around my hands and I slowed time, it was much easier than my previous ten attempts. The coin inched down toward the table as I concentrated on counting. Then the copper edge touched the table and lifted again in the beginning of a bounce.

      Time returned on its own, as it always did when I used my power all at once. Only now, I couldn’t stop staring at the coin spinning rapidly on the table.

      “Well?” Lammel asked. “How did it go?”

      It took me a second to find my voice.

      “Thirty-three,” I murmured, my voice stunned and low.

      “What was that? I didn’t quite catch—”

      “Thirty-three!” I shouted, grinning up at him. “Thirty-three seconds!”

      Apparently, that was the only thing I could say, still reeling from the realization that I’d just added three seconds to the longest time I’d ever managed to use my power at once. All that sweat and exhaustion after watching a coin drop for what felt like ages had actually worked.

      “Excellent!” Lammel clapped his hands together, and his eyes squinted at me above a broad smile. “I believe that’s all we need for today, Rylan. Come back tomorrow and we’ll do it again—many, many times!”

      That might have been the only thing anyone could have said to dampen my spirits—but only a little.
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      I felt like I might fall over when I stood to leave Lammel’s quarters, but the farther I walked down the stairs and out into the palace grounds, the steadier I got on my feet. But I still needed food.

      It was easy enough to retrace my steps from that morning back to the dining hall. I hoped there might still be some food left out from the midday meal, but if not, I’d just go find the kitchens and snatch something out of there.

      In the grass between me and the dining hall, three elves were paired off against three human soldiers, the entire group practicing their hand-to-hand combat skills. The elves were obviously mages in their color-trimmed uniforms, all of them handsome and pompous-looking and seeming to enjoy their little round of training.

      The tallest one among them was also the broadest—muscular and chiseled, evident even through his loose-fitting tunic. His long blond hair was pulled halfway back from his face, and though he seemed to be sparring with his soldier opponent quite easily, a perpetual scowl twisted his features.

      I stopped along the path to watch. The group fought for about ten seconds, and then something unexpected happened.

      As if they’d planned it—which I suppose they probably had—two of the elves stepped away from the fight, leaving only the muscular one. All three soldiers went for the remaining elf, who moved swiftly and fluidly around and through them.

      The elf’s arms and legs lifted and fell as if he were dancing, even when he blocked the soldiers’ attacks and deflected every single blow. The sight was impressive, but the elf cut it all short when he swept the soldiers’ feet out from under them and sent them bowling over to the ground.

      Once he’d slammed the last soldier onto his back, the elf turned and fell upon him, straddling the man there on the ground with a hand against the soldier’s throat and the other hand raised with an open palm. Apparently that was a sign that the next strike would have been a killing blow if this weren’t a sparring session.

      The other elves snickered at the humans’ loss. The leader got to his feet with a smug expression on his face, then turned his back on the humans rather than extending a hand to help them up. Apparently he couldn’t be bothered to show good sportsmanship. Maybe it was beneath him.

      I couldn’t help myself—I snorted at the elf’s churlish behavior.

      His head turned sharply towards me.

      “You find this amusing, newcomer?” the elf asked. Even his voice sounded like it was trying too hard to command somebody into something.

      Well, at least he knew who I was.

      “Me?” I asked, feigning surprise. I turned around to confirm no one was behind me, though he and I both knew he’d been speaking to me. “No, I’m just watching.”

      “Then hold your tongue,” he spat. “Your betters are preparing for war.”

      I folded my arms across my chest. I’d been relatively courteous, I thought. But now I was just pissed off. I certainly wasn’t about to just stand there and let this muscled goon talk down to me like that. Walking away was out of the question, too.

      “For a giant elf swinging his arms around like a scarecrow in a windstorm, you certainly think quite highly of yourself, don’t you?” I asked.

      “A scarecrow in a windstorm? Now I know you’re blind as well as stupid.” The elf spread his arms as if to showcase himself. “This is the art of Vree Kon Hol.”

      I snorted again. “Vree what?”

      “You’ve seen its effectiveness against my opponents.”

      I glanced at the soldiers, who stood there watching us with wary gazes. “I think your opponents have been using swords so long they’ve forgotten how to fight.”

      “We know how to fight,” one of the soldiers growled.

      I ignored him.

      “You believe you would perform better than they did?” the elf asked, raising an arrogant eyebrow.

      I tilted my head with a shrug. I didn’t have to say I was better to know it was true.

      “Then fight me,” the elf challenged me. “Let’s see what this late-blooming mage has to offer.”

      A round of chuckles rose from the other elves and soldiers alike.

      I chuckled myself, though for entirely different reasons. “If I fought you, elf, I’d take off your head.”

      He glanced at his other elf friends and jerked his head. They stepped back even more, as did the soldiers.

      Then the giant elf smirked at me. “Come then, fool, and fight—unless you’re a coward, too.”

      I smirked. The taunt was no more effective than a toddler’s.

      But I figured someone needed to take this fellow down a peg or two.

      I walked over to the elf, stopped in front of him, and lifted the black tunic over my head and tossed it aside.

      When he frowned in confusion, I smiled. “I’m growing to like that tunic. Don’t want you tearing it with your fancy scarecrow moves.”

      The elf looked me up and down with wide eyes, though he seemed to be trying to hide it beneath a mask of apathy. I was obviously a lot darker-skinned than anyone else here—just a heavy tan from my life in the water and beneath so much sun. But that wasn’t what made them all stare at me now.

      “How many of those scars did you receive from battles you didn’t manage to win?” the elf sneered.

      “Oh, these?”

      I glanced briefly down at my bare torso and the scars on my skin. The one there from being tossed against a bit of razor-sharp coral, another from a shark’s bite when I was eleven. Falls and fights and mishaps and daring chances that I hadn’t escaped unscathed—they had all left their mark. The scars were memories, a map of my life.

      “These are all from hard, honest work.” I smirked at him. “I’m sure you have no idea what I’m talking about.”

      “I don’t need to when I’m more concerned with vanquishing my enemies.”

      He was actually serious.

      What an ass.

      “So what are the rules?” I asked.

      “There’s only one,” the elf said, then he began to circle me in the ring. “We do not use our powers here.”

      “Are you serious?”

      I matched my steps to his, moving around the sparring ring. I noticed we were starting to attract a bit more attention from Apprentices passing by.

      “Are you so weak that you cannot fight with your hands?” he taunted me.

      Up close, I noticed the trim on the elf’s clothing was a nice, bright orange. I smirked; I’d fought a fire mage before.

      I’d had to kill the other one, though.

      I figured I would keep that bit of information to myself.

      “That’s not it at all,” I replied, studying the elf’s movements. “I’m just saying there should be rules—”

      “You think the Overlord follows rules?” the elf spat. “There are no rules in combat.”

      “If there aren’t any rules, then why can’t we use our powers?”

      That threw him for a second.

      “To train our bodies,” he finally snapped. “To forge our minds and spirits in the crucible of combat.”

      “Fair enough.” I pointed a warning finger at him. “Just remember that before you start crying, yeah?”

      The soldiers and elves around us—plus the Apprentices who had joined to watch—started shouting at each other. They were placing bets.

      “Two silver on the newcomer,” someone called.

      Obviously the newcomer was me, and two silver was a pretty decent wager.

      “Five silver on Aran Val,” another hollered back.

      Five silver on him, but only two on me? That was just a little insulting.

      I glanced at our spectators, who were all very excited now that the betting had commenced. I almost laughed when I turned back to face the elf.

      “Aran Val?” I asked. “That’s your na—”

      His fist crashed into the side of my jaw. Before I’d had enough time to register that, my feet flew off the ground.

      I landed on my back with a jarring thud, but I flipped over to one side and scrambled back onto my feet. I’d seen Sir Open Palm’s method of finishing his enemies, and I wasn’t about to let it happen to me.

      “Now wait just a minute,” I grunted as I hunched over and began circling the elf.

      “You let your guard down,” he replied, spreading his arms with a mocking bow.

      “We hadn’t started yet.”

      The elf pursed his lips and glanced briefly at the place on the grass where he’d just flipped me onto my back. “Obviously, that’s not true.”

      Val really was a special breed of irritating.

      “Right,” I grumbled. “No rules.”

      The elf’s upper lip twitched, then he headed straight for me.

      He started moving his arms in that fluid, airy, sweeping way before he was even close enough to reach me. That was probably meant as a distraction, but I was more than fast enough to step out of the way every time he started an actual attack.

      The trick was quick feet, which I had down pat. The elf definitely did, too, though most of his energy seemed to be spent on flapping his arms about and delivering wild spins just for show. I wanted to laugh.

      “Why won’t you fight me, hu—”

      His frustration gave me an opening, and I darted left before lunging forward to bring my fist with full force into Val’s gut. Then I darted quickly back and raised both fists again.

      I’d never seen an elf turn green before. Val froze, his face contorted, and he looked like he was about to be sick. But then he took a deep breath, straightened, and scowled even more fiercely.

      The fight’s pace picked up. Val didn’t get in any more face shots, but the knife-edge of his hands came down on my shoulders and back a few times during his flailing attacks. I landed two or three more punches to his ribs.

      Most likely, we fought each other harder than we should have, what with both of us being Apprentices and on the palace grounds. But we’d passed the point of holding back.

      I was vaguely aware of the crowd around us having doubled in size, but I was focusing on the strange patterned movements of Val’s chaotic fighting style. It was definitely circular, and I could almost predict now when he would add a little spin in there to give his next attack momentum.

      Not completely predict it, though. He came at me with his arms and his feet, took one leg out from under me, and let my disrupted balance do the rest.

      I ended up on my back again, but when the elf moved forward to try to pin me down, I kicked out his legs from under him, and he crashed hard onto his knees.

      The next second I was up again, circling him.

      Val tossed his head to get his silvery-blond hair out of his face as he stumbled back to his feet.

      “You might consider cutting that oh-so-pretty hair of yours,” I called out mockingly. “It seems to be getting in your eyes.”

      Snarling, the elf quickly closed the distance between us, his arms flailing around in circular motions.

      The next time he spun, I did predict it. Perfectly.

      I feinted left while Val spun right to follow me, then I moved right as well and brought my left fist up into his face just as he completed his turn.

      The force of my punch toppled him like a felled tree.

      A second later I was on top of him. I did exactly what he’d done to the soldier—my left hand on his throat, and my right fist poised above his head.

      “It’s like this, right?” I asked, breathing heavily and glaring down at him.

      The crowd erupted into applause and cheers, followed by a satisfying amount of laughter.

      Val snarled up at me, then looked away.

      The victory was mine.

      I swung my leg up and over his chest to stand. Shaking off the ache in my left fist, I extended my other hand to help him to his feet.

      Val ignored my gesture of goodwill as he rolled to the side and jumped back to his feet. I noticed he swayed a little before he regained his balance. I’d hit him pretty hard.

      “The Council of Mages is clearly desperate if they’re accepting common, filthy derelicts and calling them mages,” he spat. “You don’t even deserve to be here.”

      “Come on, now,” I said. “I told you not to cry.”

      The crowd—and mainly the soldiers, I noticed—were jeering at the elf now. And I could tell it infuriated him.

      Good. He deserved it.

      I turned away from him and headed away from the ring of onlookers, stopping only to retrieve my black tunic from the grass. The elf had put up a good fight, but I’d won. That part I’d enjoyed very much.

      Just as I bent to get my tunic, the air erupted with a crackling roar as a woman’s voice screamed, “NO!”

      Luckily, my reaction was automatic. Green light flared around my hands and time stopped.

      Good thing, too, because just as it did, I felt a searing heat at my back.

      I turned around and took a few steps back from the almost-frozen, slowly writhing ball of fire hovering two feet in front of me.

      Then I walked over to Aran Val, who was almost frozen as well. Both of his hands stretched toward me—well, where I had been—while more flames slowly burst from his fingertips.

      Amongst the frozen crowd, only a few Apprentices seemed to have noticed what the elf had done. Their faces were fixed in horror. The majority of the soldiers stood pointing and grinning, though they were silent and still as statues.

      Apparently, no one had noticed the thick column of ice slowly crawling through the air toward the defeated elf.

      That one surprised even me.

      At the end of that semi-solid stream of freezing, shifting blue, I found the blonde princess I’d seen before in the dining hall. Her upraised arm was pointed at Aran Val, and ice spilled from her fingers like fire did from his.

      Her brow creased in concentration and anger. Her expression did absolutely nothing to diminish how incredibly beautiful she was, though. I rather liked her fierceness.

      For a moment, I considered using the rest of my casting window to break Aran Val’s nose, but it did seem a lot more entertaining to let him take the full force of that growing spear of ice. Plus, I wanted to see more of what this princess might do without anyone interfering.

      So I made sure I was out of the path of both fire and ice, then released my hold on time.

      The fireball screamed past me with another burst of heat and exploded against a nearby wall, scorching it black.

      At the same time, the blast of ice from the princess’ hands slammed into the side of Aran Val’s face and knocked him to the ground. In an instant, the ice almost entirely encased him in a cold, sparkling chrysalis.

      He screamed in fury, and flames erupted everywhere on his body to melt the ice from within.

      Seconds later, Val broke free and smashed off the rest of the frozen crystals clinging to him.

      “Who did that?!” he roared as he glared around the circle.

      Princess Elara stepped through the crowd and entered the sparring ring.  “I did.”

      As Val spun around to face her, his mouth dropped open. Then he fell to one knee and hung his head. “Forgive me, Princess.”

      She lowered her eyes, not her head, as she glared at the elf at her feet. “Forgiveness is earned. As is respect. Clearly, you don’t value either, since you would stoop so low as to attack another mage like that within these walls. And a new Apprentice, at that. The only thing that keeps me from taking this immediately to the Council for your immediate expulsion is the standing your father has with Evernal. But rest assured, if I even so much as hear of your malfeasance a second time, the Council—and the king—will hear of it. Do I make myself clear?”

      “Perfectly,” Val muttered again, keeping his head bowed. But his jaw clenched, and the cords in his neck stood out. He was definitely still furious.

      “No powers, elf,” I added, taking a step toward him. “It can’t be hard to remember one rule.”

      Val glared at me but said nothing.

      The minute Princess Elara’s gaze settled on me, she stalked over and grabbed me roughly by the arm, leading me away from the elves and the crowd that had stopped to watch the show.

      They’d definitely gotten their money’s worth, that was for sure.
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      “Why, after all that, would you antagonize him further?” Elara snapped as she pulled me across the open grass.

      “You might not have seen it,” I said, jerking my thumb back toward the dispersing crowd, “but he started the whole thing.”

      “And you just had to finish it,” she said scathingly.

      “I did, in fact.”

      “You’ll find that—”

      “Hold up and let me get dressed,” I interrupted her, then added in a mocking tone, “You probably shouldn’t be seen walking around with half-naked men.”

      She released my arm and glared up at me with harsh blue eyes. “Aran Val is not an enemy you want.”

      “Well, he’d be a lot better off on my good side, too,” I replied.

      I lifted my shirt, meaning to put it on, but just the act of raising it to my chest sent a highly uncomfortable sting racing across my back.

      The princess saw me wince. “Turn around.”

      I did as she said—she was a princess, after all—and squinted against the growing pain.

      “He burned you slightly.”

      “Really? I hadn’t noticed,” I said in a jocular tone.

      She walked back in front of me. “He could have killed you.”

      “About that—do you always overlook attempted murder and cowardly attacks around here?”

      Elara scowled. “His father is king of the Western elves, and our alliance with them is tentative at best. His family would not take it well if we banished him from Evernal—or worse, put him on trial.”

      “So he can get away with whatever he wants, is that it?” I asked with more than a little contempt in my voice.

      She glared at me. “Unfortunately, he can. But you can’t afford to be so foolish, going around fighting people without knowing who they are. Not only that, but humiliating him afterwards. You’re obviously important to Grand Master Arjen if he’s done so much to bring you here, but you won’t last long if you keep acting so stupid.”

      Had she just called me stupid?

      “That elf’s the one who—”

      Before I could get out my thought, she grabbed me by the arm and started hauling me after her again. “We need to get you to a healer.”

      “Oh, come on—is it really that bad?”

      “Your entire back is blistering.”

      “Oh. Fantastic.”

      “You’re lucky you’re not dead.”

      “It wasn’t luck.”

      “That’s what they all say until they’re dead.”

      I could have laughed at how little I’d expected to have this conversation with her. But the growing pain kept it down.

      As she dragged me along beside her, I stuck out my hand. “I’m Rylan.”

      The princess stared at me for a few seconds, then looked down at my extended hand. With cool amusement, she slipped her hand into mine and grasped it lightly. “Elara.”

      Her hand was soft and delicate, though I had a feeling she could have gripped a lot harder if she’d wanted.

      It also didn’t escape my notice that she hadn’t introduced herself as a princess.

      “By the way,” I said, “I appreciate you stepping in earlier, but it really wasn’t necessary. I can take care of myself.”

      Elara raised one eyebrow. “Clearly.”

      “If you know the Grand Master had me brought here, I’m assuming you also know what I can do.”

      “I’ve heard rumors.” She said it without looking at me.

      Seeing as I hadn’t heard those rumors myself, I couldn’t exactly confirm they were true. But I could tell her the truth.

      “I’d already stopped time before the elf’s fire had a chance to do any real damage.”

      The princess stopped walking and turned fully to face me, her eyes wide and all pretense of aloofness stripped away. “So you can stop time?”

      “Almost.” I shrugged, then cursed myself too late for the pain it raised in my back. “I can slow time enough that it almost stops. And I would have had plenty opportunity to give that elf another piece of my mind before time started up again.”

      “So why didn’t you?”

      I let out a small chuckle. “Honestly, I wanted to see that blast of ice hit him in the face.”

      The barest hint of a smile lifted the corners of her mouth. “So did I.”

      Then she nodded in the direction we’d been heading, and we continued together.

      “I take it you’re not a fan of Aran Val, then,” I said.

      The princess stared straight ahead but otherwise didn’t react. “No. I’m not. In here, please.”

      We reached another low stone building. When I opened the door for her, she stood there and gestured for me to go first.

      “You’re the lady,” I said flirtatiously.

      “You’re the injured one,” she said. “Now go.”

      I wasn’t about to keep arguing with a princess, so I conceded and stepped inside.

      The room we entered was long and wide, with plenty of low pallets lining the walls on either side. A few tables were gathered just inside the door, most of them covered with vials, small chests, thin rolls of cloth, and plenty of things I couldn’t begin to name. The only person actually here, though, was a young, mousy woman in a modest, high-collared dress. She was obviously an Apprentice, her brown dress trimmed with white embroidery. Despite its attempt at propriety, the garment didn’t entirely hide the woman’s large breasts. Her light-brown hair was tied loosely at the back of her head, and she blinked quickly behind the tiny spectacles resting on the bridge of her nose.

      I studied her and concluded she was actually rather pretty under all that timidity.

      “Your highness,” she muttered, wobbling as she gave a low curtsy.

      Elara’s eyes darted toward me, as though worried over how I might react to the news.

      I flashed her a grin and said, “I already know who you are.”

      She gave a small frown, as though surprised. Maybe she’d forgotten that Aran Val had addressed her by the proper title during her public shaming of him.

      “Why didn’t you say anything?” she asked.

      I shrugged. “I just don’t think it matters much.”

      Elara’s eyes widened before she muttered, “Well, you’d be the first.”

      We both turned back to the healer Apprentice, who was staring at me openly with a dreamy little smile.

      I was a little surprised that she didn’t stop smiling, even when I looked right at her.

      “Where’s Mistress Weera?” Elara asked.

      The woman blinked quickly and jerked herself back to reality. “Oh, she was called out into the greater city. A farmer was gored by a bull.”

      “Who’s Mistress Weera?” I asked.

      “The Council of Mages’ Healing Master,” the princess explained, then turned back to the other woman. “Pela, I want you to tend to Rylan in Mistress Weera’s absence.”

      “Me?” Pela sputtered. “I probably shouldn’t. Not on my own. Is it serious?”

      Elara looked at me and twirled her finger.

      Smirking, I turned around to offer the healer my back.

      “Oh my,” Pela said with a gasp. “Oh…”

      I felt a cool finger brush across my skin, right above where the pain started on my back. The finger then became two hands, starting at the base of my neck, running across my shoulders and down over my arms. Behind me, Pela took in a shuddering breath.

      Somehow, I didn’t think that was part of the healing process, and I raised an eyebrow at Elara as I fought back a chuckle.

      The princess sighed. “Pela.”

      “Hmm?” the healer murmured as her hands stopped on my biceps.

      “The burn,” Elara said. “It’s on his back.”

      “Oh.” Pela withdrew her hands immediately. “Yes, of course.”

      Her voice trembled a little, and I looked over my shoulder to see a deep blush rising in her cheeks.

      “Go ahead, Pela,” the princess said.

      Pela’s hands came down on my shoulders again, but this time they stayed there. A warmth spread beneath them, and just about every part of my back tingled at once. I started to turn my head over my shoulder again, just to confirm the glowing white light I thought I’d seen from the corner of my eye.

      “Don’t move,” Pela ordered, this time with complete confidence and authority.

      “Yes ma’am,” I said with a grin. I looked over at Elara as the tingling in my back intensified. “So, Elara, what do you—”

      There was another little gasp from Pela, but this time it sounded more offended than alarmed. “You shouldn’t—”

      Elara cut her off with a sharp glare.

      Pela didn’t finish, but I could guess what she’d been about to say: You shouldn’t talk to her that way. You shouldn’t call her anything but ‘your highness.’

      I decided to stir up a little mischief.

      “I shouldn’t what?” I asked innocently.

      “You shouldn’t move while she’s working,” Elara said quickly, cutting Pela off. “She already told you once.”

      “Ah. I see,” I said with a grin.

      “What were you about to ask me before?” Elara said to me.

      “What it is you do when you’re not ending fights in the courtyard.”

      The princess regarded me coolly.

      “Same as you, I imagine. I’m training to become a Master mage.” Then she tilted her head. “Although I suppose not exactly the same as you. I end fights, while you seem to enjoy starting them.”

      I decided to let that one go. She apparently had no interest in hearing (again) that Aran Val had started the whole thing.

      “No visits with heads of state, then?” I asked. “No fancy dinner parties to entertain foreign dignitaries?”

      The princess narrowed her eyes. “When it’s required of me.”

      “Then I take it you—”

      “Pela, aren’t you finished yet?” Elara snapped.

      I must have struck a nerve with my questioning.

      “With all due respect, your highness,” Pela replied, though her hands remained on my shoulders, “this is a complicated injury over a large surface area. It requires more time and focus.”

      Elara frowned. “The burns look superficial to me.”

      “I’m only an Apprentice. And a third-year at that. I’m still improving.”

      “Viktor told me you set his broken arm and healed the whole of it in under a minute.”

      “Well, this is… I’m…” Pela let out a frustrated huff. “I’d appreciate it if you would just let me do my job.”

      Then the mousy little girl seemed to remember whom she was speaking to.

      “…y-your highness,” she murmured timidly again.

      Elara’s eyes widened at the outburst, but a small, amused smile came with it.

      “As you wish,” she said, then looked at me again. “I leave you in capable hands, Rylan. Try not to inflame any more fire mages when you leave.”

      I chuckled at her clever wordplay. “I’ll try. Thank you for bringing me here.”

      “You’re welcome.”

      When Elara headed for the infirmary door again, I called after her, “Will I see you again soon?”

      She paused the tiniest bit to throw one last look over her shoulder.

      “Possibly.”

      Then she continued out the door and left Pela and me alone.

      A long silence followed, then Pela’s hands started wandering again—over my shoulders, up and down my arms, even all the way down to my waist. Then she stepped around and stood in front of me, trailing her fingers down my chest and staring at every part of my body but my face.

      I suppressed a chuckle. “I’m fairly certain the burns were only on my back.”

      Pela bit her lip, running her hands firmly down my chest and stomach. “I just… it’s important to make sure I heal very… deeply. There may be damage the naked… eye can’t see.”

      Her hands came back up to spread over my shoulders again and down my arms, and her breath hitched in her throat.

      It wouldn’t have surprised me if she’d said she needed to heal deeply below the waist next. The woman was close to drooling—or throwing herself at me.

      “What happened?” she asked.

      “A self-important ass of an elf wanted to fight,” I told her simply. “I won fairly with my fists, and he threw a tantrum. And a fireball.”

      Pela drew in a sharp breath, and she stared me in the eyes for the first time. “You fought Aran Val?”

      I chuckled, wondering why she looked so terrified. “What’s so surprising? Personally, I wasn’t that impressed with him.”

      Pela blushed again when she saw me grinning at her. “It’s just… well, he’s incredibly powerful. I’m surprised he didn’t hurt you more than he did.”

      “Well, I’m pretty powerful, too.”

      “How so?”

      “I’m a time mage.”

      “Oh!” Pela took a step back and for once removed her hands from my body. “You’re the one they’re talking about?!”

      “Who are ‘they,’ exactly?”

      Her face darkened again with another intense blush, and her eyelids fluttered. “Just… people. I mean, I saw you in the courtyard, of course, but I didn’t realize…”

      “Funny,” I said gently, enjoying her endearing embarrassment, “I don’t think I’ve seen you before.”

      “Oh, well, I’ve been watching you—”

      Pela caught her slip. She stared at me and looked completely mortified.

      “I mean—I just—”

      “Hello, now, what’s this?” called out a loud, cheerful voice.

      A large, round, middle-aged woman with a ruddy complexion and grey curly hair bustled into the infirmary.

      “Oh—Mistress Weera!” Pela stepped away from me quickly. “This is Rylan. He came in for a burn.”

      “Where, on his chest?” Mistress Weera asked as she approached us.

      “Well, n-no… I…”

      “My back,” I said, knowing Pela probably wouldn’t manage to finish her sentence. She seemed to have a rather difficult time with that.

      Weera walked behind me and brushed her hand up and down my back with brisk strokes. I felt bits of something soft fall away, and I turned to see what looked like a pile of dry, peeled skin dusting the floor.

      “Well, you’ve done a fine job, Pela,” Weera said, then looked at me. “How long were you here, young man?”

      I shrugged. “The last ten minutes or so.”

      Weera frowned. “What?! How bad were the burns?”

      “They were—”

      “Terrible,” Pela interrupted, her eyes wide. “Truly awful. He came in close to death!”

      “I think they were just blistering a little,” I added, then pressed my lips together to keep from laughing. I couldn’t look at Pela again, or I might have laughed anyway.

      “Blistering?” Weera blinked. “Blistering?!”

      Both pudgy hands flew to the woman’s large stomach, and her howls of laughter filled the infirmary. Her gray curls quivered on her head, and when she finished, she wiped the corner of one eye and turned to Pela again. “You could have dealt with blisters in just a few seconds!”

      There was that blush again, bordering on crimson now. Pela adjusted the spectacles on the bridge of her nose, and her mouth worked quickly but silently until she found her voice. “I-I wanted to make sure I didn’t miss anything while you—”

      “Didn’t have anything to do with the tall, handsome, half-naked man standing here, now, did it?” Weera asked, laughing loudly again. Her entire body bounced with mirth.

      “No! I just… uh… I-I thought—”

      “Put on your tunic, Mr. Tall and Handsome.” Weera’s good-natured slap on my back had some surprising force behind it. “And get out of here before she makes a meal of ya.”

      Grinning, I nodded at the Healing Master and pulled my tunic over my head. Then I headed for the infirmary door, stopping beside Pela to offer her a wink and a soft, “Thank you.”

      The deep color in her cheeks hadn’t faded a bit. She bit her lip and glanced down at the floor, but managed to squeak out, “M-my pleasure.”

      Despite her obvious discomfort, I imagined it would be fun to pursue that a bit further—her pleasure, that is.
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      Even though there were still at least a few hours until dinnertime and the day was still bright, my training with Lammel and the marginally satisfying fight with Aran Val left me wanting nothing more than my new bed in the Apprentice dormitory. I hadn’t gotten nearly as much sleep as I might have the night before, what with all the crawling through windows and climbing stone walls to the roof.

      Almost as if I’d conjured her with my thoughts, Shala appeared from around the opposite corner of the dormitory. She headed straight for me with a darkening frown, and honestly, my first thought was that Joot had let slip about our little escapade last night.

      “Well, hello,” I said, smiling and feigning ignorance. At least, I was ignorant to the cause of Shala’s frown; she was clearly upset about something.

      “I heard you got yourself rescued by Princess Elara today,” she said, stopping just a few feet away and folding her arms.

      “I wouldn’t say ‘rescued.’”

      “And that the two of you disappeared together. Climbed up to another roof again, did you?” Her dark eyes glittered fiercely at me beneath her furrowed brows.

      “No,” I told her gently. “No roofs.”

      “Well I hope you at least went somewhere with decent privacy, because if anyone finds out that you—”

      “Shala.” I stepped toward her and gently grabbed her shoulders. “I didn’t sleep with her, if that’s what you’re trying to ask.”

      She froze, then blinked up at me in surprise. “You didn’t?”

      I tried not to laugh. “No. She took me to a healer for a few burns on my back.”

      Shala shook her head, clearly not following.

      “After I fought a pompous fire mage,” I continued. “And I’m fairly certain I rescued myself from that one.”

      Her breath escaped her all at once in a massive sigh, and her shoulders sagged beneath my hands as she stared at the collar of my tunic. “I thought the two of you…”

      “No—but if we had, would it really upset you this much?”

      I couldn’t entirely understand what I knew was Shala’s growing jealousy. It had rarely been a problem amongst the young, unmarried people in Rivermeet, who at one point or another had all shared a bed with everyone else.

      My question made her pull away from me just a little.

      “Yes, it would. Rylan, I… I don’t want you to be stealing off with anyone else. Just me.”

      “I know,” I said, rubbing her shoulders and the tops of her arms. “I love being with you. On the forest floor, or a rooftop, or anywhere else.”

      Shala’s chuckle was filled with cynicism, and she rolled her eyes. At least it made her smile again.

      “But if we’re going to keep doing this,” I said, “you can’t let yourself be jealous. At all.”

      She swallowed hard and still couldn’t look me in the eye.

      “In my village, everyone is free to spend their nights—or days—with whomever we choose. Until we make a commitment to only one person. And a commitment isn’t what I want right now. If that’s something you don’t want to accept, I understand. But then I’d say it would be better that we stop doing what we’re doing.”

      That last bit made her cringe away from me, though I could tell she tried to cover it up by shaking her head and forcing a smile.

      “No,” she said. Then she finally looked up at me again. “No, it’s… I can accept that. I just…”

      She turned away, and when she spoke, she didn’t look at me again.

      “I’ve come to take you to Grand Master Arjen. He wants to see you.”
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      Shala left me at the base of Arjen’s tower. She looked at me briefly, touched my arm, then turned and headed back.

      She was still obviously unhappy about our conversation. While I definitely enjoyed her company and hoped it wouldn’t have to end, if it did, I knew I’d be fine. That alone reassured me that I wasn’t ready to settle down with any one woman, even one as beautiful as her.

      I opened the door at the base of the tower and made the winding ascent to Arjen’s quarters. The muttering voices from within echoed down the staircase even before I’d reached the top. So I knocked twice on the door instead of barging right inside.

      “You may enter,” Arjen called in his wavering, song-like voice.

      So I did, and I found myself facing the same four Masters I’d shared a meal with the night before. Arjen and Lammel both sat at the table. Merrick stood off to the side, his feet planted in a wide stance and his arms folded across his chest. Ravik whirled around to glare at me, his eyes blazing above a furious grimace. And all that fury was aimed right at me.

      “Aran Val is my Apprentice,” he growled. “And I will not stand for anyone doing what you did today.”

      Ah, yes, my duel with the treacherous elf. I’d almost forgotten, which was easy to do after my conversation with Elara, the time spent with Pela, and just now my discussion with Shala.

      Perhaps I should have expected this to be the issue.

      Ravik continued his attempt to bite off my head. “If there is any more dueling on the palace grounds—with any other Apprentice and especially one of my own—you’ll be tossed right back into the bilgewater you call home.”

      Now that was especially insulting. I took a breath and made an attempt to defend myself. “Aran Val—”

      “Has trained more diligently and with more success than you ever will,” Ravik spat.

      “Master Ravik,” Lammel said, spreading his hands upon the table, “if I may, Rylan has demonstrated a high level of dedication and incredible promise today. And in only his first lesson. I truly believe he belongs here in the city, with us and other Apprentice mages like himself. Might I suggest the possibility that there are two sides to the story of this duel?”

      Ravik flashed the older Master a warning glare.

      Merrick snorted, and Ravik turned his ire on the beast mage instead. “You think everything’s so incredibly amusing, don’t you?”

      Merrick just shrugged, his arms still folded. “I’d say that if Aran Val was involved in any duel, he most likely deserved the defeat handed to him this afternoon.”

      Ravik practically snarled like a wolf. “You—”

      “My fellow Masters!” Arjen’s voice rang sharply through his chambers, loud and strong despite how slowly he spoke. Merrick and Ravik both turned away from each other to give the Grand Master their full attention.

      “You have spoken your mind, Master Ravik, and Rylan is fully aware of your position. I believe that we may now call this matter settled,” Arjen said quietly as he held Ravik in his firm yet completely calm gaze.

      Ravik swallowed and grimaced in distaste. “Will that be all?”

      Arjen just raised his eyebrows and nodded, then the livid Master stormed across the room and jerked open the door to the stairwell before disappearing into it.

      Arjen turned towards the other two men in the room. “Master Merrick, Master Lammel, I would like a word with Apprentice Rylan. Alone, if you please.”

      “Of course,” Lammel said as he pushed himself up from the table. He nodded at Arjen, then looked at me and nodded again. His weak smile made it seem like he wanted to reassure me, but that he wasn’t entirely reassured himself.

      Merrick stopped at the table and dipped his head. “Grand Master.” Then he glanced at me for only a second before he followed Lammel from the room. This time, though, the door to the staircase was pulled shut behind them.

      “Come, sit,” Arjen said without turning to look at me. He patted the table, and I pulled out a chair.

      “Why does Ravik despise me so much?” I asked.

      Arjen smiled and absently waved a hand. “Master Ravik holds strong opinions about everything, my boy. None of them are worth worrying over, I can assure you.”

      I couldn’t quite tell if Arjen was disguising a pointed jab in there somewhere, but it certainly seemed to be the case.

      The Grand Master continued.

      “Fire mages are often like their powers: heated, mercurial, and a powerful weapon to have at one’s disposal.” Then he peered sideways at me and smiled. “They also don’t perform very well on ice.”

      The image of Aran Val squirming on the ground, encased in the powerful blast of Elara’s icy power, rose in my mind. I snorted out a laugh, and Arjen chuckled softly.

      “Now tell me how you’re settling in with us so far.”

      “Well, clearly, I’ve already upset someone,” I said, motioning toward the door to the staircase.

      Arjen just grinned at me. “Give it time.”

      I nodded. “For the most part, it’s going well, I think. Master Lammel might have been exaggerating my dedication and promise a bit, though.”

      Of course, it was nice to hear that someone thought that highly of the ridiculously boring and strenuous time I’d spent using my power and watching a coin drop over and over. But it wasn’t like I’d stopped time completely.

      “Really?” Arjen’s eyebrows lifted on his wrinkled forehead. “What makes you say that?”

      “Well, after I’d been sweating like a pig for half an hour, I only added three seconds to my longest… window.” I wasn’t quite sure how else to describe it, but it seemed likely that the Masters here all used the same words for how the Apprentices cast their own power, even in different ways.

      “Only?” The man’s blue eyes widened, and he let out a high-pitched chuckle. “My boy, most Apprentices take weeks of diligent training to achieve even that much. Master Lammel’s faith in you is most definitely not misplaced.”

      In that moment, I appreciated Lammel’s underwhelming acknowledgment of what I’d done today. He’d merely smiled and told me to come back tomorrow—not that I’d managed to do what took other Apprentices weeks to accomplish. Somehow, though, I still wasn’t that much prouder of myself. Three seconds didn’t seem like much at all.

      “What about you?” I asked.

      “What about me?”

      “Did you have to train much to… do what you do?”

      “Ah, yes. I did train very hard. As for what I do, Rylan, I see many things. Sometimes I wonder if the training in my younger years opened my abilities a little too wide.” He gave me a small smile. “But I do believe I would not have found you otherwise.”

      “What’s it like? Using your powers, I mean.”

      “I see tens of thousands of possibilities, in all their forms. Depending on the decisions each person makes, those possibilities collapse into actual unfolding events. Into our reality. Of course, every time this happens, thousands more possibilities flare again along the same trajectory.”

      “You see all of it, all of the time?”

      I was unable to imagine how anyone could possibly function under the strain of seeing everything that might come to pass.

      “No. I must focus to use my powers, for one. It’s not a constant parade of sights and sounds I cannot control. More like going to sleep and dreaming, though I am awake the entire time. And it’s more like a daydream in my mind’s eye, albeit a very vivid one.

      “Even when I do use my powers, some things are incredibly difficult to discern. Mere glimpses that make no sense, unanchored by any previous knowledge. And… there is the matter of age.”

      I frowned. “What about it?”

      Arjen smiled.

      “I am an old man, and like all old men, time is slowly robbing me of my faculties. Now I must try much harder than I used to… but when I do, it comes. Eventually.” His smile faded and was replaced by a frown. “Some things I cannot see at all, though, no matter how hard I try. Those futures sit behind something like a wall of fog, blocked to me.”

      “Maybe you need more training,” I said with a lopsided grin, hoping I was right in thinking the Grand Master would appreciate the jest.

      He did, and gave a chuckle. “As do we all. But the fog is not one of age, nor my own inability. At least, I think not. No, I suspect someone else is keeping these things from me intentionally. More specifically, I suspect the Overlord has tapped into a magic that can shield from me what he does not wish me to see.”

      When Arjen spoke of the Overlord, his words left a knot in my stomach. But I’d had enough about this mythical villain for the day, so I returned to a topic that I hadn’t heard much about.

      “Within all these thousands of possibilities, how can you know which one is real? Which one is the true future and not just some other version of it?”

      Arjen lifted a finger into the air and tipped it toward me. “Excellent. The simplest answer is that it’s preordained, despite all the moving pieces.”

      I frowned. “You’re saying none of us have a choice?”

      “Ah. Choice. An arrow has more choice in how and where it lands than a man has in his reactions to any circumstance. The arrow is only manipulated by wind, aim, and how far back the bowstring is pulled. The man? His past, his beliefs, his emotions in each moment… all of it closes in around him like an iron fist until, more often than not, no choice remains to him but the path he eventually takes.”

      Well, this was sounding more and more like a lesson in hopelessness.

      “So the only way to change that path is for the man to act against everything he’s ever done? To do the opposite of what his gut tells him?”

      Arjen smiled. “I like to see you thinking this through, Rylan. Most people nod and smile and change the topic.”

      I snorted in response, knowing I’d done something of the sort when he mentioned the Overlord. Did the old man know that? Was he doing his own version of a small jest?

      The Master Seer continued. “What you’ve said may be true, that a man may change what we call destiny by turning against his instincts and raging against the course of his own past. But I would say that a man likely to do this is a man who has already acted in this way before. Making it quite the opposite of an unexpected choice.”

      My heard was starting to hurt now, and I closed my eyes for a minute, trying to follow his logic as he spoke again.

      “It is indeed quite the enigma, destiny and predestination. I suppose that is why so few of us are meant to see the array of what might come to pass. For the most part, though, what I see in essence becomes the same thing, time and again. Mankind is bound by its nature, Rylan, and that nature is generally self-destructive. Every so often, though, mankind is also capable of great things. Individuals rise like sparks in the darkness. When the conditions are ideal, those sparks start a fire that will light the way for this world as long as it possibly can.”

      He gazed sideways at me, the corners of his wrinkled mouth lifting in a smile. It wasn’t incredibly subtle; he didn’t have to say he was referring to me.

      “Have you seen these sparks before?” I didn’t know if I’d asked it out of true curiosity or in an attempt to get him to say clearly and without all the mystery what he was really thinking. Perhaps a bit of both.

      “Once. A long time ago.”

      “And what happened?”

      “Well, my boy, I would be the first to admit that my Sight is not one-hundred-percent accurate. The same could be said about any mage and their powers, though, couldn’t it?”

      He winked at me as though to say, I know I’m ducking the question.

      What I wanted to know was why he was ducking the question, but he kept talking.

      “At some point, if you keep excelling in your training with Master Lammel, I wouldn’t be surprised if you yourself developed an ability to see into the future. Perhaps even the past as well. There was a time mage once, centuries ago—if our written histories can be entirely depended upon—who was reputed to do the very same.”

      I frowned. “The Sight isn’t the same as slowing time… is it? One’s made of visions. The other is… well, everything around me.”

      “Time is a river, Rylan. As a time mage, you have the gift of being able to step out of that river and onto the bank at will. Currently, you can slow the rushing of that river. I imagine it would not be impossible to make it move past far more swiftly downstream than normal. And, yes, perhaps to send that same river moving in reverse, as well.”

      I could only shake my head in amazement. “Thinking about it just seems like a daydream.”

      “Much of the world around us is like a daydream, is it not? Tales of things unseen, of times long ago, of forces we can barely comprehend… sometimes, though, these so-called daydreams act as powerful influencers.” The old man stared off somberly into the distance. “Some of my former students—Apprentices who trained here and were acknowledged as Masters by the Council of Mages, though they did not remain in Evernal—grew tired of daydreams and wished to see them become reality. In doing so, I believe they chose the path of least resistance and even fewer ethics. I cannot say for sure how they reached their current heights of power… as I said before, my boy, there are some things I simply cannot see, no matter how much I would like to… but sometimes I fear the worst.”

      Part of me wanted to ask him to explain. From what I understood, Arjen had essentially just admitted that some of his own Apprentices had joined the Overlord’s ranks.

      But I decided not to press him. The old man’s eyes had already filled with too much sadness. Apparently there were dark things in the past concealed within his riddles.

      “Well,” he finally said, breaking the silence, “if it helps to explain matters any better, think of your ability to manipulate the river of time like this. If you control the river, you also control everything within it. The floating leaves and twigs will follow the current. The moss and algae clinging to the rocks will sway in whichever direction that river flows. Even the fish will swim where the water takes them.”

      I suppressed a smile, seeing just a bit of fault in the man’s logic. “Salmon swim upstream.”

      Arjen barked out a laugh and slapped his frail-looking hand down on the table.

      “That they do, Rylan! Let us hope you don’t run into any salmon, then, hmm? What I mean to say is that the man who masters time is also master over the physical realm within time itself. All material objects. All energy, you understand? Forget the fish.”

      He grinned at me, and I couldn’t help but smile back.

      “That does explain everything a little better,” I said. “Though I still don’t understand why or how.”

      “Well, perhaps you’ll come to discover that for yourself. I am, after all, a seer and not a time mage.” He gave a little chuckle, then said, “Now, I would like you to come see me every week from now on. To update me on your progress.”

      “Alright.”

      “Good. Enjoy the rest of your evening, Apprentice Rylan.”

      Realizing I’d been dismissed, I stood from the table and dipped my head. “Grand Master.”

      I openeded the door to Arjen’s chambers and headed back down the winding stairs.

      When I emerged at the base of the tower, the rest of the palace grounds were fairly quiet. A few other Apprentices walked the footpaths in small groups, and gave me awed, impressed, or malevolent glances—mostly depending on whether they were human or elf.

      I ignored them and thought instead of the dining hall. I hoped it was getting close to dinner, as I’d missed both the midday meal and any chance of sleeping off my fatigue from working with Lammel.

      I closed the tower door behind me, then gazed out across the grounds toward the small ponds and the gardens beyond them. At the next tower over beside Arjen’s, a man stood at the entrance door, clearly eyeing me as well. It was Merrick.

      We stared at each other for a moment, and I half expected him to come stalking across the grass to give me some other piece of his mind. I’d had enough of it on our two-day ride to the city.

      Instead, Merrick nodded once, then turned and opened the door to his tower and disappeared inside.
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      I did manage to make it to dinner, where I ate more in twenty minutes than I had in the last three days put together.

      As I ate, I noticed the furious glances cast my way from a handful of Apprentices scattered across the dining room—Aran Val among them. The vast majority of the others were male elves.

      None of it was particularly surprising. I could handle it until it blew over—assuming it ever did.

      Even if it didn’t, I wasn’t worried. No one could dodge a punch when they were frozen in time and I wasn’t.

      Joot joined me as I was finishing my meal, and I ended up staying there at the table longer than most of the other Apprentices.

      Now it was my turn to stare. The half-elf’s ability to put food away was incredible, outmatching my own. He just kept eating.

      “You know what I heard on the way to the dining hall?” he asked as he chewed furiously on the massive amounts of food in his mouth.

      “I’d love to hear it, really, but why don’t you just finish eating first?”

      I had no desire to slow down Joot’s process of eating everything in front of him by listening to him tell a story, too. He talked almost as much as he ate.

      “Sure, sure.” Bobbing his head, the half-elf only took another five minutes before he pushed back his empty plate, downed the rest of his water, and nodded. “That’ll do. Where to now?”

      “Back to the room,” I said as I stood up from the bench. All I wanted was to lie in bed and get a little bit of rest.

      But when we got back to the dormitory, rest wasn’t an option—mostly because Joot took the opportunity to bombard me with everything he’d been holding back over dinner.

      “I heard you fought Aran Val,” he said, lighting a thin stick in a candle flame before holding it to his pipe.

      “I did.”

      When Joot had puffed enough on his pipe, he took a deep breath, held it in, then exhaled all the brown-gray smoke into the room. I reached up to unlatch the windows and pushed them open.

      He glanced at the open window. “Why’d you do that?”

      “You can smoke all the Demonweed you want. Just don’t make me smoke it too.”

      The elf half-frowned. “Fine… so, Aran Val! What was that like?”

      “Like fighting a blond octopus.”

      I grinned at the half-elf’s confused stare, then waved my arms wildly in the air in an approximation of Val’s fighting style.

      Joot burst out laughing, then grew serious again. “Did he hit you?”

      “A few times.”

      “Hard?”

      “Relatively. Look, it’s over now, and I’m—”

      “Did he try to kill you? I heard he was an underhanded bastard and tried to kill you.”

      I sighed. Apparently I wasn’t going to get any rest until this conversation was over.

      “He shot a fireball at me when the fight was over and my back was turned, so yeah, I’d agree with the underhanded bastard part.”

      “But you still won!” Joot slumped back against the wall and stared at me in wonder. “That’s what everyone’s saying.”

      “That’s what happened.”

      “Why are you so calm about this?” Joot asked, amazed.

      “Why are you so excited about it?”

      “Nobody fights Aran Val, Rylan. I mean, sparring, sure. But not a real fight. And no one’s ever beat him.”

      “No longer true.”

      “I imagine he’ll try to beat you into the ground again.”

      “He can try.” I lay back down on the bed and placed my hands under my head. “Unless he’s got another time mage hidden away somewhere to fight for him, he’ll just keep disappointing himself.”

      “You fought Aran Val…” Joot murmured to himself.

      “Do you think maybe we could talk about this some other time so I can—”

      I meant to say ‘get some rest,’ but a loud rap at the window interrupted me.

      I looked over to see Shala’s smiling face in the window. She beckoned me with a few curled fingers, then disappeared again by climbing back down the tree.

      “Again?” Joot whispered, glancing from the window to me again. “What is she, insatiable?”

      I sat up. “I think I’m about to find out.”

      The half-elf’s mouth gaped open as I climbed up onto the windowsill and slipped out into the tree branches.

      I was still incredibly tired, yes—but the prospect of some things was enough to give any man a second wind. Shala was one of them.

      When I dropped to the ground from the lowest branches, she was waiting for me. She leaned back against the building, one knee bent and her foot pressed against the stone behind her. Then she grinned and pushed herself from the wall. She looked a good deal happier than the last time I’d seen her.

      “Come on, then,” she said and took my hand.

      “Where are we going?”

      “I found a new place.”

      We snuck across the palace grounds beneath the fading twilight. There was still enough light that anyone looking hard would have been able to see us. Hopefully no one was looking hard.

      Shala darted from wall to wall between the buildings, giggling and pulling me along behind her. Then we headed into the gardens, our only witnesses now the blooming flowerbeds and ivy draping over everything it touched.

      “This isn’t exactly the most private place,” I said quietly. “Are you sure nobody else is in the habit of strolling through the gardens right about now?”

      Shala stepped toward me, biting her lip, and gave me that same intensely hungry stare I’d seen when she threw herself at me in the forest. Then she took both my hands and walked backward, pulling me with her toward the tall shrubbery against the wall of the palace itself.

      “I’m fairly certain no one has a reason to be here,” she said. “Except for us.”

      Releasing me, she brushed aside the fluttering branches and leaves of the massive bushes behind her and disappeared behind them.

      I would have laughed if we weren’t running such a risk of being caught. Still, I glanced around the gardens to be sure no one was around, then followed her into the bushes.

      It was definitely a cleverly concealed hiding place. The tall, thick bushes rose ten feet before their weight pulled them toward the palace wall. It formed an effective canopy overhead, though the space between the bushes and the wall itself was just barely wide enough for the two of us to lie side by side—which I was fairly certain Shala and I wouldn’t be doing, anyway.

      I chuckled. “How many bushes did you step into before you found this one?”

      Shala rolled her eyes and slapped at my arm. “Well, I’m glad I found it. I don’t know if I could have handled being carried up to another roof again.”

      “Oh, you did fine.”

      I stepped toward her, and she backed against the wall—not in avoidance but in invitation. I grabbed her hips and pressed them against my own, leaning down to kiss her.

      She released a sigh as she kissed me back, then she pushed me away a little and stared up at me.

      “First,” she said, lifting a finger and pressing it to my lips, “I have a question for you.”

      “Go ahead.”

      “About… other women,” she started, then bit her lip again.

      I just waited for the next thing out of her mouth.

      “I think I can be open to it. But I just want to make sure… you’re not thinking about anyone else when you’re with me, are you? You don’t want to be with someone else instead of me when we’re…” She let out a nervous laugh and looked around us. “When we’re behind the bushes?”

      She really was trying; that much was clear. I leaned forward and pressed her gently against the wall at her back.

      “When I’m with you,” I said, slipping my fingers up under the bottom of her tunic, “I’m with you, and you’re the only woman I want.”

      A smile bloomed on her lips, and then she kissed me like it had been years instead of twenty-four hours. Our Apprentice uniforms were scattered across the ground behind the bushes in under a minute, and while I didn’t have the magnificent view of her naked body glowing in the moonlight, neither of us enjoyed ourselves any less.

      When we’d finished, I pulled the bushes aside so we could step back out into the gardens. It was fully dark now. Though the moon was nearly full, it was behind the palace and left us mostly in shadow.

      “We should probably leave separately, just in case anyone’s watching,” I suggested. “You go first.”

      Shala smiled coyly at me, grabbed my face for another farewell kiss, then all but scampered off across the grounds.

      I took my time heading back toward the dormitory, mostly because I didn’t actually want to go back to the room right away. I liked my half-elf roommate well enough, but I had a feeling he’d be asking me to perform a step-by-step reenactment of the Battle of Aran Val, which I had no interest in doing.

      More than that, though, I just wanted to be alone. I hadn’t had any solitude in three days—not since before the goblin ships came to Rivermeet.

      A couple of Apprentices passed me on the path. It was their open stares that convinced me to climb another building—just not the dormitory again.

      I gazed up at the buildings scattered throughout the well-manicured lawns and between the narrow footpaths. Some of the buildings were fairly tall, but one in particular caught my eye. It was the farthest away from the main gates, and it rose up beside one of the towers built into the wall. It seemed to be my best option for getting as far away from other people without leaving the grounds altogether.

      So I climbed that building instead of the dormitory. The dark stones of the wall were a lot smaller and smoother than those leading to the window of my room, but I scaled them quickly just the same.

      Then I was up on the roof, with the whole of the palace grounds spreading out before me and the circular wall at my back. The moon peeked out from behind the spires of the palace. The ponds beyond the gardens gleamed in the moonlight, the trees rustled in the thin breeze filtering down over the wall, and I finally had some time to myself.

      Of course it didn’t last very long.

      A small, dark shape darted across the moon, its black body a shadow even against the night sky. I watched it soar in my direction. The flapping of wings was unmistakable as the raven flew toward the tower behind me. I turned to keep my eye on the bird, now silhouetted by the dim glow coming from the tower’s open window.

      Merrick emerged partly from the window as the raven alighted on his gloved hand. The beast mage whispered something I couldn’t hear, then untied an object from the raven’s leg and unrolled a short scrap of parchment. The raven hopped onto the windowsill and waited.

      “Good news or bad?” I called from where I sat on the roof.

      Merrick started and turned toward me, scanning the darkness. Since I probably looked more like a crouched statue than a human, I stood up and raised a hand in greeting.

      “Why am I not surprised that you’re fool enough to climb up to a rooftop in the dark?” he called out.

      “You should be, since I’m not a fool at all.” He couldn’t see my grin in the darkness, but I was sure he could hear it in my voice.

      The beast mage shook his head in disapproval. “Climb down and come see me. And be careful not to break your neck.”

      Then he extended his arm toward the raven, let it hop onto his glove, and disappeared inside the tower window.

      Well, that was unexpected—Merrick inviting me inside for a little chat.

      But why climb all the way down when I could merely jump across?

      I walked toward the edge of the roof and noted just a six-foot gap between my building and the wall next to Merrick’s tower. Easy.

      I leapt across the gap and caught myself on the thick stones of the tower’s outer wall. It took me less than ten seconds to climb up Merrick’s tower and slip inside his window.

      When I entered the room, Merrick turned and looked at me in utter astonishment. I thought about taking a bow like an actor receiving a standing ovation, but I refrained.

      “I said climb down,” he snapped.

      “I decided to take a shortcut.”

      “You sure you weren’t raised by monkeys?”

      “No. Just divers and fishermen and a whole lot of cliffs.”

      Merrick grunted and turned around to study something on a narrow table beside a bookshelf.

      His quarters were sparser than I would have thought, but it made sense that a man with more affinity for animals than people wouldn’t surround himself with the comforts the other Masters seemed so fond of. He had a bed, a table, a single bookshelf, and a wardrobe. There were two chairs at the table, and I wondered how often anyone ever sat in the second.

      “What were you doing up there, anyway?” Merrick asked, flipping through a few loose sheets of parchment.

      “Just wanted to be alone for a bit.”

      The beast mage eyed me again as though reassessing me. “Hmm.”

      “While I’m here, though,” I said, ducking a little when the raven fluttered up onto one of the rafters above us, “maybe you can answer a question for me.”

      “And what would that be?”

      “Why does Ravik hate me so much?”

      Merrick gave me a disapproving frown. “Perhaps no one has explained it to you yet, but when addressing a Master or talking about him in the third person, it is customary to use his title before his name.”

      “I gathered as much.”

      “And yet you don’t do it.”

      I shrugged.

      Merrick glared at me. “It’s a sign of respect.”

      “I don’t respect Ravik.”

      “So you do it to flout convention, is that it? How very Rylan of you,” Merrick said dryly.

      “In Rivermeet, respect has to be earned.”

      “Master Ravik has earned the respect due him.”

      “Not from me, he hasn’t.”

      “Might I point out, you’re not in Rivermeet anymore.”

      “No, but I’ve decided to take my village’s principles out until the wider world,” I said with a grin. “So why does Ravik hate me so much?”

      Merrick shook his head and sighed in annoyance.

      “Did you ask Grand Master Arjen?” he asked, pulling a chair out from beneath the table and slowly lowering himself into it. His attention returned to whatever he’d been reading.

      “I did. He blamed it on Ravik being a fire mage.”

      “Then let that be your answer,” Merrick muttered, his eyes passing back and forth across the parchment beneath his fingertips.

      I grasped the back of the second chair, pulled it out, and sat across from him. “Would it satisfy you?”

      The man looked at me silently, as if debating whether to tell me to get out of his chair or to simply ignore me altogether. Instead, he chose a third option.

      “Master Ravik actually voted against bringing you into Evernal at all.”

      I frowned. “Why?”

      It hadn’t occurred to me that Merrick and Shala’s trip to Rivermeet might have been put to a vote.

      “He had his reasons. I won’t say any more than that.”

      “But—”

      “Stop with the questions, Rylan,” Merrick interrupted me as he glowered at me. “I’ve said too much already. If there’s more you want to know about Master Ravik, you’ll have to ask someone else.”

      “It’s because he’s part of the Dark Alliance, isn’t he? You’re trying to find out what he knows before you expose him.”

      For a brief moment, Merrick’s blank expression made me think I’d nailed that one right on the head.

      Then he threw his head back and let out the oddest-sounding laugh I’d ever heard—more growling and snorting than any real noise of amusement. It was the first time I’d heard Merrick laugh, and part of me hoped it would be the last, too.

      When he finished, he lowered his head again, and his smile vanished completely. “No.”

      I leaned over the table. “But how do you know?”

      “I have my reasons, as well.”

      That was hardly an explanation, but those seemed to be in short supply here in Evernal.

      We sat there in silence for a minute or two longer, and I just watched Merrick read the papers in front of him. Honestly, I’d hoped to make him uncomfortable enough that he would relent and answer my questions, but it seemed the man had forgotten I was there.

      I didn’t particularly like being ignored.

      “Shala told me you keep creatures in the stables here,” I said. “Like the wyverns and the manticore she brought through the portal the other day.”

      Merrick looked up at me. “Yes.”

      “What else do you keep in there?”

      That was actually something I’d wondered about during our trip—though Shala had left me with the distinct impression that a detailed list of Merrick’s beasts was the last thing on her mind.

      The man shuffled the parchments together into a stack and set them down. “Why don’t I show you?”

      That would definitely be more interesting than sitting here in his bare chambers and doing literally nothing.

      “Now?”

      “I’m clearly not going to get any more reading done tonight. Not with all your yammering.” Merrick stood and headed for the door to the stairwell, turning back to gesture for me to follow him. “Come along.”

      Surprised and more than a little intrigued, I followed him without another word.

      The beast mage led me down the spiral stairs and out the base of the tower. Without thinking, I headed right, towards the gates of the palace grounds.

      “Where are you going?” Merrick asked.

      It wasn’t until that moment that I realized he’d headed left.

      I pointed the way I was headed. “To the stables.”

      Merrick cocked his head and frowned at me. Apparently, I had to explain.

      “When we arrived yesterday, the servants took our horses that way,” I said.

      “You honestly thought we would keep the horses with creatures that would eat them?”

      Now that he said it, it did sound rather foolish. But I wasn’t going to admit defeat that easily.

      “I thought you’d probably devised some clever way of stopping them from doing it,” I said.

      “Yes,” Merrick said. “By keeping them in a different building.”

      Score one for the beast mage.

      I grinned wryly as Merrick turned and headed across the grounds.

      I followed him silently, then realized we were headed right for the palace gardens. I couldn’t help but wonder if anyone else had found Shala’s hiding spot behind the bushes—and how ironic that she was most afraid of us being discovered by the same man who led me back there now. I kept my eyes off the bushes, just in case Merrick turned and saw.

      When we reached the other end of the gardens beside the palace walls, the man stopped in front of a side door draped in ivy.

      “You keep them inside the palace?” I asked in wonder.

      King Havas must have had some strange opinions on royal dignity if he allowed Merrick’s creatures within his halls.

      “No,” Merrick answered.

      He stooped and grasped a metal handle on a second wooden door I hadn’t seen, one that was set into the ground beneath the ivy. When he lifted the hatch and rested it against the wall, I stared down into yet another stairwell.

      “Beneath the palace,” he said, then took the first few steps down before pausing and glancing back at me. “Be sure to close the door after you come in. I’ve caught them before when some other fool left it open and they got out, but I would rather not have to tonight.”

      I stared after him as he continued down into the darkness.

      Had he just warned me that his creatures tended to escape?

      Not wanting to lose sight of him, I grabbed the wooden hatch and slowly lowered it down over my head as I descended the stairs.

      The moon had given us a lot more light than I’d realized, and now the stairwell was almost completely dark—but a soft orange glow came from below us, and I followed Merrick’s silhouette.

      At the bottom of the stairs, we moved through another long hallway lit by torches mounted on the walls. Merrick lifted one from an iron sconce and handed it to me before he took another for himself.

      As we continued our journey, I definitely heard something like animal sounds echoing in the distance, and they grew louder the closer we approached.

      Then we entered a massive room that stretched farther than I could see in the dark. Merrick lowered his torch to a brazier just inside the doorway, which lit immediately.

      “That’s all the light we’ll use for now,” he said as he moved forward into the room. “I like to keep it dark at night. Keeps them in their natural rhythm.”

      How thoughtful of him to make sure the man-eaters slept well.

      As I followed Merrick, I lifted my torch a little, not entirely sure what I would find caged within this underground stable.

      A noise halfway between a rattle and a moan rose from my right, and Merrick stopped beside what did in fact look like an actual stable. There was a horse standing there in a large stall, lit up by the torch in Merrick’s hand.

      But this horse seemed to be nothing more than a skeleton—literally. Its eyeless skull followed the man’s every move as its skinless, fleshless neck twisted atop a bony ribcage.

      “There, now,” Merrick whispered. He reached out to stroke what existed of the thing’s bony muzzle and kept walking.

      I hurriedly followed Merrick, but nearly dropped my torch when the creature screeched and reared up on its hind legs, spreading a vast pair of wings consisting of nothing but a skeletal frame.

      “Despite not having any skin, it does fly,” Merrick said ahead of me. “In case you were wondering.”

      I had the eerie sensation that the creature was watching me, despite the fact that it had no eyes at all.

      We continued on our tour. My entire life, I’d only seen a fraction of the beasts he kept down here, like the manticore and the wyvern lounging idly in separate cages. The rest of the animals were entirely new to me, creatures I had never even heard named before. It was almost overwhelming to see so many strange new animals at one time.

      There were tiny brown creatures stirring in one stall, looking more like a child’s dolls made of sticks than anything else.

      There was a ten-foot-long reptile with six legs and what looked to be antlers sprouting from its head.

      A huge green mound sat in one corner of a cage. I thought it was just a small grassy patch transplanted here to make some creature feel more at home, until I realized the knoll itself was breathing as it slept.

      And there was a bird that seemed to be made entirely of flame that never went out.

      Merrick stopped briefly at each of the creatures, offering a handful of grain, a piece of fruit, or a few chopped pieces of raw meat to those who hadn’t yet turned in fully for the night. He whispered something to each of them, speaking kindly and without his usual gruffness. A few times, I thought I saw him smile, and the animals reacted to him in much the same way—as if they’d each formed a separate friendship with the man.

      When we reached the end of the room, the torches lit up a large cage of solid iron with only a few vertical slits near the top of the door.

      “What’s in there?” I asked, bringing my torch a little closer.

      A sudden, massive clang against the walls made me stumble back. Then a massive roar burst through the slits before dying into the most sinister hissing I’d ever heard.

      “A chimera,” Merrick said as he sprinkled pellets into a trough of small, glowing blue fish. “She’s a bit… temperamental.”

      Another hiss seeped through the slits in the solid-iron cage, and I hurriedly returned to Merrick’s side.

      He reached out to stroke the head of a sleeping goat in the pen beside the glowing fish, which oddly enough seemed to be nothing more than a goat. I had a feeling it wasn’t.

      “An animal will never lie to you, boy,” he added, moving his hand slowly down the goat’s head without looking at me. “It will be kind, or it will kill you. But it will never promise to be your friend before it stabs you in the back.”

      That was obviously a reference to something far different than the creatures in this stable, and I couldn’t help but ask, “Is that what happened between you and Ravik?”

      “Master Ravik,” Merrick replied, then looked up at me with a grim expression. “And I told you to drop that line of questioning.”

      “But—”

      “Like you on the roof, I think that I, too, would like to be alone for a bit. I trust you can find your way back to the dormitory?”

      “Yes, but—”

      “Then goodnight, Rylan.”

      Apparently I wasn’t welcome here anymore, which was fine by me. I didn’t feel entirely comfortable here, surrounded by a dozen fantastical creatures who might be eyeing me as their next meal.

      I passed Merrick and headed back toward the long hallway, not feeling in the least bit guilty for not offering the man any parting words. I doubted he cared much either way.
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      Over the next week, I learned two useful things inside the palace grounds. The first was where Princess Elara lived, which wasn’t in the palace.

      Joot had pointed out her window on the fourth floor when I’d asked, and I glanced up at it every time I passed by the dormitory. Most of the time there was nothing to see, but once I saw her sitting beside the open window, apparently reading.

      Joot said there were rumors that Elara had left the palace after arguing with her father about letting her train as an Apprentice. The king had thought she would change her mind once she was denied all the luxuries of being a princess. Apparently she wanted to be a mage even more.

      I didn’t go so far as to venture up to the fourth floor, but I did make a point to nonchalantly pass her in the dining hall whenever I saw her there during meals. That cool smile of detached amusement never changed when she saw me.

      Though I tried a number of different tactics—asking her where she was headed after lunch, inviting her to talk about her training, commenting on the crowdedness of the dining hall and how nice it would be to get away—the only thing she ever said to me was, “Enjoy your day, Rylan,” or, “Enjoy your evening, time mage.” It was never said in irritation or anger but always in that calm, poised, slightly amused way.

      That only made me more determined to break through her apparent wall of apathy. The only time I’d managed to do that was when she’d tried to end my fight with Aran Val—after I already had ended it, of course. Somehow, I didn’t think she would appreciate me using that tactic again.

      The second thing I learned was that my powers could increase in scope and strength even faster than I’d thought.

      My training with Lammel progressed quicker than either one of us expected. At first we spent an hour every day together, gradually working our way up to two hours. My stamina improved, yes, but at the end of each session I was still exhausted. Just when I thought I could walk off to the dining hall without feeling like my legs were made of flimsy reeds, the portal master would tack on another 15 minutes that would leave me utterly spent.

      After the first three days exhausting my power to its full extent, I managed to stop time entirely. The copper coin hung in the air, not moving at all. It was only for a few seconds, but I did it. And then the next day I did it again.

      By the end of ten days, I’d stretched my casting window to a full count of forty-five, and I could completely stop time for half that duration.

      On the eleventh day, Lammel surprised me by saying it was time to start moving backward.

      “I thought you wanted me to improve,” I said with a frown.

      “You have, and you will.” Lammel tapped the copper coin with a finger. “Just in reverse.”

      “Reverse time?”

      I didn’t think I was anywhere near ready to attempt that. Besides, no one knew for sure whether it was even possible. Arjen had said the time mage from centuries ago had been thought to see into the past, not reverse time itself. And no one had any proof.

      None of that seemed to bother Lammel in the slightest.

      “Yes, yes,” he told me, picking up the coin. “When I drop the coin, simply stop it midair, then slip it back between my fingers.”

      “‘Simply,’” I snorted.

      “I will admit, ‘tis easier said than done.”

      “And how are you going to know whether or not I actually manage to do that?”

      “I suppose I’ll just have to take your word for it. Are you ready? One, two—”

      I decided to play a little joke on my mentor.

      Before he could release the coin, I shouted in feigned amazement, “I did it!”

      Lammel blinked at me in astonishment, then stared at the coin in his fingers. “What?! Really?! On the first try?! This is ASTOUNDING! We must tell Master Arjen immediately! This is completely unprecedented! There has never been such a—”

      I tried to suppress my smile, but couldn’t.

      Lammel glanced up at me. When he saw the corners of my mouth quivering, his eyes widened—and then he gave me a rueful grin. He waggled a finger at me. “You rascal… I should have known better. For real this time, and no more trickery.”

      I burst out laughing, but I nodded. “No more trickery.”

      Reversing time wasn’t pretty, and it wasn’t easy. In fact, I would go so far as to say it was excruciating.

      I briefly lost consciousness the first time I tried it, and woke with my forehead resting on the table. Apparently I’d blacked out.

      But after just three days of practice, I was able to stop the coin and make it stutter backwards an eighth of an inch before I had to release my hold on time.

      In three days more, I made the coin reverse an inch, though it took all 45 seconds to do it, and I was left drenched in sweat afterwards.

      On the twentieth day of meeting with Lammel, I was finally able to slip the coin right back between his fingers.

      Just as I released my power, Lammel dropped the coin again.

      As it clanked and bounced on the table, I said weakly, “…I did it.”

      “Did what?”

      “…got it back between your fingers…”

      Lammel squinted at me out of the corners of his eyes. “You’re not trying to fool me again, are you?”

      “Do I look like someone who’s fooling?”

      I was slumped in my chair, my wet clothes plastered to my body, literally soaking in a puddle of my own sweat, barely able to sit up straight.

      Lammel’s eyes widened. “You… you really did it? You promise?”

      “…yes,” I wheezed.

      “MY BOY!” Lammel cried out. He jumped up from his chair, grabbed my sopping wet hair, kissed me on the forehead, and danced a little jig around the table.

      I laughed. I didn’t know if it was worth all that pain to see the old man dance, but it was a nice consolation prize.

      That night there was a private feast—just me, Lammel, and Arjen in the Grand Master’s chambers. Merrick was not there, nor was Ravik.

      When I asked why, Arjen smiled mysteriously. “Some secrets are best kept in small circles. Plus, knowing that you are not so fond of Master Ravik, I thought your enjoyment of the festivities might be greater in his absence.”

      Not having Ravik there was definitely reward enough for all my troubles.

      For some reason I could not quite explain, though, I was a little sad not to have the beast mage with us.

      The two old men plied me with wine more delicious than any I had ever tasted, and regaled me with tales of their youths as warrior mages. I went back to my room happy and buzzed, and ignored Joot as I settled down to sleep like a log. Shala apparently made an appearance at the window, but Joot chased her away.

      Of course, the next morning I had to get up and reverse time twice. And I didn’t get a feast for that.

      As the length of my casting window grew and I managed to move the coin backward through nearly all of it, I noticed the green patterns flaring around my hands becoming more and more intricate. The lines were sharper, the designs crisper, and they rotated with a smoother clarity than the hazy glow I’d been seeing since the first time I used my power as a child. It made me wonder if the patterns meant anything, so I asked.

      “Different patterns mean different applications of a mage’s power,” Lammel explained. “For instance, the patterns of my own spell lights rotate outwards when I open a portal, and inwards when I close it. The lines are different when I cast a portal for just myself versus casting it for a group.”

      “What do mine mean?”

      Lammel chuckled. “I wish I could tell you, my boy, but no time mage has ever kept track of such a thing. Or at least, they have never passed it on for posterity. Pay attention as your powers increase. If you write down your findings, you could be the first to educate future generations of time mages.”

      Besides slowing time and reversing it, we worked on the duration of my spell-casting windows and shortening the periods between them. I ended up needing less and less time to recover between full-length casting. So far, I’d brought that down to two minutes. However, I still needed almost half a minute before I could stop time for even a few seconds.

      “Eventually, you won’t need more than a few seconds for a full refractory period.” Lammel snickered right after he said it.

      “What’s so funny?”

      He blinked up at me with wide eyes. “Oh, you didn’t catch my jest?”

      The man looked truly disappointed as I shook my head.

      “It means more or less the same thing as recovery time, although it has an additional, more specific meaning. A refractory period is the period immediately following the activation of a muscle—in this case, your power—during which that muscle no longer responds to stimulation.” Lammel’s lips twitched as he clearly fought back more laughter. “It applies to… well, more than just muscles, shall we say.”

      Then he pointed just below his belt.

      That made it clear enough, though I hadn’t expected a man of Lammel’s age to have such a dirty mind.

      “I don’t think my refractory period will be an issue,” I said dryly.

      Lammel chortled. “Perhaps not with the fairer sex, my boy. You’re a hale, strapping young fellow. With your powers, however, you’d do well to build a little stamina.”

      He smirked when I rolled my eyes, then held up the coin between his fingers. “Now—do it again.”
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      Speaking of refractory periods, stealing away with Shala remained a nightly event.

      She continually found new hiding places for us. The upper floor of the library; the larder at the back of the kitchens; even the curving stairwell of a tower when all the Masters were meeting somewhere else. During the darkness of the new moon, we even tried a pond, the one most covered by overhanging tree branches. That was fun, though it was only feasible in almost complete darkness. The hiding spot in the garden was our most reliable standby.

      While of course I never turned her down, I found myself growing bored. Back home, I was with a different woman almost every night of the week. What I had with Shala was starting to feel more and more like we’d already agreed to marry and were settling down. The longer it went on, the more I was bothered by it.

      So I decided I’d try a little harder with Princess Elara.

      She made it incredibly difficult. No matter how charming or witty I was, she turned down every variation of my advances. Even when I resorted to acting disinterested, hoping she’d miss the attention, it didn’t make a difference.

      Elara rarely gave me more than a cool smile, a nod, and sometimes even a superficial greeting. But she wasn’t the only female Apprentice within Evernal’s central palace grounds, and many of them seemed more than willing to meet me somewhere in the middle.

      The first was Jacosta. After flirting with me every time I saw her on the archery ranges, she finally invited me to hunt with her at first light in the northern forest. Whether or not hunting game was her only objective, I gladly accepted the offer.

      We met before dawn at the northern curve of the palace wall. I hadn’t thought to ask where the Masters kept traditional weapons, but thankfully, she was waiting for me with an extra bow and quiver. She handed them over, then led the way past the night watch still guarding the palace grounds. We walked through the sleepy streets of Evernal as the merchants began setting up their stalls, then exited the gates of the city and walked into the forest beyond.

      The underbrush was incredibly thick, the forest dense and still quite dark with the sun just barely risen. There were no paths here, so we had to push our way through the foliage with slow, deliberate steps until it finally thinned to something more manageable.

      “So tell me,” Jacosta said, “what’s the largest animal you’ve ever hunted?”

      “A shark.” It was the first thing that came to mind, and I said it immediately.

      She snorted. “I believe they call that fishing.”

      “Well, that’s my answer.”

      Honestly, I’d only killed the thing after it attacked my tiny boat. I’d been hauling in fish with my nets all day when it charged me. Most likely, it meant to feed on my catch—but that wasn’t what I was thinking when the gaping jaws and rows of sharp teeth slammed into the side of my dinghy. The shark probably would have enjoyed eating me just as much as the fish, so I did what I had to do to survive. And when I’d hauled the shark’s carcass back to shore, the feast my village enjoyed that night far outweighed the damage to my boat, the vicious wound on my side, and the loss of my net and all the fish.

      “I was eleven,” I added. That part was also true.

      “Really?” She turned to offer me a raised eyebrow and a tight-lipped smile. “I didn’t expect that.”

      “What about you?” I asked as we worked our way through the trees, searching the forest for whatever we might find. I doubted any animal would stay where it was with all this talking, but I didn’t mind.

      “A bear.”

      I choked back surprised laughter. “A bear?!”

      Jacosta merely smirked as she scanned the forest.

      “How big was it?” I asked.

      She shrugged. “Bigger than a shark.”

      I bit down hard on my lip, knowing that if I let myself laugh the way I wanted, I was likely to scare all the game away for miles. But I knew she saw me smiling, at least.

      A few minutes later, we still hadn’t seen a thing, though Jacosta was walking closer to me than when we’d left the city.

      “I wonder,” she murmured, not looking at me as she said it, “if you think Shala will be upset to know you came hunting with me this morning.”

      I studied her for a moment, but it seemed she’d asked an honest question out of simple curiosity.

      “Shala can think what she wants,” I said, making sure it sounded as casual as Jacosta’s question. Which it was. “I was very clear with her from the beginning: if I want to go hunting, I go hunting. She accepted it, and that’s the only reason we still see each other.”

      Jacosta stopped and turned to look at me with raised eyebrows.

      I would have been lying if I said there wasn’t a double meaning in that last statement.

      The minute she opened her mouth to reply, though, the woods echoed with the crack of branches and an angry, rooting snort.

      We drew back our arrows and spun around.

      Twenty feet away, a mammoth boar charged out of the underbrush, its deep-throated squeal piercing the air.

      I took the shot the instant I had it, though I missed the boar’s head and buried my arrow in its shoulder instead. It didn’t even stumble.

      At the last possible second, Jacosta stepped aside and sent her own arrow straight into the animal’s heart.

      The squeal died in its throat and the boar crumpled to the forest floor, sliding forward on the fallen leaves before falling completely still.

      Jacosta turned around to flash me a brilliant grin.

      That was when the second boar neither of us had seen or heard burst through the trees just a few yards behind her.

      She caught the surprise and dread behind my eyes, and spun around an instant before the enraged animal would have run her completely through with its tusks—

      But it didn’t.

      Because I cast my power before it could touch her.

      I don’t know if all my training with Lammel had been leading up to that moment, or if my terror for Jacosta’s life lent me unaccustomed power, but everything stopped instantaneously.

      The entire forest completely froze. I hadn’t even had to slow everything down first—I merely stopped it, quicker than the blink of an eye.

      That was new.

      I ran to Jacosta, who was frozen like a statue.

      The boar’s tusks were so close to her belly, they had poked into the fabric of her blouse but had not yet broken the skin.

      I lifted her in my arms and retreated out of the boar’s path. I probably didn’t have to move as quickly as I did—after all, I had doubled my time-casting window over the last several weeks—but stopping a coin from dropping and saving a woman from violent death were two entirely different things.

      I released my hold on time, and the boar went screeching past us into the underbrush again.

      Jacosta’s gasp stopped short, then she blinked and turned her head toward me.

      I’m sure it was quite a shock for her. One second she was about to be gored; the next she found herself cradled in my arms, with no memory of what had happened between.

      I waited until the sounds of the rampaging boar had receded far into the underbrush before I set her down and looked into her eyes. “Are you alright?”

      She let out the breath she’d been holding, and her face flushed a bright shade of pink. “That could have gone very badly.”

      I smiled a little. “But it didn’t.”

      I wasn’t trying to give myself any more credit for what I did, but Jacosta seemed surprised by my words. She took a few more quick breaths as she stared at me. When her eyelids fluttered again, I thought I saw them glistening at the corners. Then she stepped forward and kissed me.

      There was more gratitude in that kiss than I’d even known was possible, and I wrapped my arms around her narrow waist to pull her closer.

      After just a few seconds, she drew her head back just enough to look me in the eye, and I hoped she wasn’t about to tell me we shouldn’t be doing this.

      “What’s wrong?” I asked, still holding her against me.

      Jacosta peered into my eyes and slowly shook her head. “Absolutely nothing.”

      Then she draped her arms around my neck and pressed her lips to mine again, this time with fierce need.

      Apparently, the only thing wrong was that we couldn’t remove our clothing fast enough, but she didn’t have to tell me that.

      

      We gave ourselves plenty of time there on the forest floor, and when we finally decided to dress again and head back toward the city, it was almost midday.

      As we entered the palace grounds, Jacosta looked at me and said, “I’ll tell the groundskeeper where to find the boar. And to keep an eye out for the other one, too.”

      “So expect a change to the dinner menu, is that what you’re telling me?”

      She grinned. “That’s the very least that should happen, considering all the trouble we went through. I’ll tell him to save the best cuts of meat for you.”

      “Why? You were the one who killed it.”

      “And you were the one who kept me from being killed.”

      “We’ll share, then,” I offered.

      “I’m fine with sharing,” she said softly, her words carrying an obvious double meaning.

      I smiled. “Sounds good, then. I’m meeting with Master Lammel in a few minutes, otherwise I would come with you.”

      Smirking, Jacosta put a hand on my chest and patted it lightly. “Don’t worry, Rylan. I won’t make trouble for you or your portal mage.”

      Despite the fact that I couldn’t tell if she was referring to Shala or Lammel, I covered her hand with my own and grinned. “Good. I never kiss and tell, so I appreciate a woman who can do the same.”

      She bit her lower lip and stared at mine.

      “I would like to do this again, though. Without the boar,” she added flippantly, lifting her shoulders as if her near-death experience was just a minor irritation, like the temperature being just a tad too warm.

      I laughed. “Then we will.”

      Jacosta pulled me behind a trellis covered with ivy and kissed me slowly, hinting very well at what that next time might bring for both of us. Then she pulled away from me.

      “I look forward to it,” she said with a jaunty grin, then continued down the path towards the palace.

      I watched her go, then sighed happily and headed for Lammel’s tower.

      I thought we’d been fairly discreet about the whole thing, but what happened later that afternoon surprised me almost as much as that second boar.
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      Master Lammel listened to my tale of the hunting expedition with bated breath, and clapped with amazement when I told him how I’d stopped time instantaneously with no slowing things down beforehand.

      I left out everything that had happened after the second boar escaped, though. I didn’t care to hear any comments about ‘refractory periods.’

      “Well done, my boy, well done!” he cried out. “Your training saved Apprentice Jacosta’s life! Just think what you could do in the heat of battle!”

      As we began my training for the day, I noticed that Lammel was bubbling over with even more restrained excitement than usual. I chalked it up to enthusiasm for what I’d done earlier that morning.

      (With my powers, not with Jacosta. Though I was personally just as enthusiastic about what had happened with her as I was with my spell-casting.)

      After only an hour of training instead of our customary two, Lammel cut our session short. “Well done today, my boy. I think it’s time we get going, though, don’t you? Bit of a walk ahead of us.”

      I had no idea what he was talking about.

      “Get going where?” I asked as I refilled my cup with water from the pitcher and downed it in one gulp.

      Lammel had almost reached the door to his chambers when he glanced back over his shoulder to grin at me. “The Games, Rylan, the Games!”

      I definitely didn’t remember hearing anything about any ‘Games,’ but Lammel didn’t give me a chance to ask before he disappeared down the tower staircase. I put down my cup and followed him.

      On the way down I passed through the portal room, where I found Lammel moving a single crystal out of its hole in the floor and placing it in another spot in the grid. The hum in the air changed the slightest bit, and then the old man continued on down the stairs.

      “Why did you do that?” I asked.

      “The Games, Rylan, the Games!” he answered.

      Before I could ask anything else, he ran on ahead of me like an excited child.

      When I stepped out of the tower and onto the palace grounds, it seemed everyone was outside at the same time. An unbroken stream of people moved towards the guarded southern entrance within the circular wall around the palace—except the door was wide open and everyone was leaving.

      Lammel disappeared into the crowd, which was easy enough for him to do; he was a short man who moved surprisingly quickly for his age.

      Then I caught sight of Shala about fifty feet away. I was pretty sure she saw me, too, but the smile I offered went unreturned as she averted her eyes, quickened her pace, and merged into a large group of Apprentices passing through the door.

      Clearly she was avoiding me.

      That should have been the first sign that something was wrong.

      “Rylan!” Joot jogged up to me from behind, jamming the last of what was probably his lunch into his mouth. “You looking forward to this as much as I am?”

      “I have no idea what’s happening,” I told him as we passed through the doorway in the wall and made our way into the streets of Evernal.

      “The Games!”

      He said it with just as much enthusiasm as Lammel had.

      “What ‘Games’?”

      Joot seemed surprised I didn’t know. “The Masters organize them every few months. They say it’s an opportunity for Apprentices to cast their powers in more realistic situations, and to vent the tensions that arise when we’re kept so long within the inner walls. Honestly, I think the Masters look forward to it as much as we do.”

      I still had no idea what these Games were, but I couldn’t quite imagine Merrick or Ravik running around with a bunch of Apprentices and looking like they were having fun.

      Maybe Lammel, though. And quite possibly Arjen.

      “The Masters play?”

      Joot snorted. “Definitely not. They just watch. But it does give them an excuse to do absolutely nothing.”

      That seemed a lot more plausible. “So what’s this game, then?”

      “Today?” The half-elf shot me a nervous-looking smile, though he was clearly excited, too. “I think it’s ‘Raise the Banner.’”

      “Never heard of it.”

      “Ah, well, trust me. You’ll enjoy it.”

      The crowd of Apprentices turned east before heading through another door in the inner city’s wall and making our way through the outer streets of Evernal. The townsfolk stopped what they were doing to watch us, some of them staring with wide eyes but most of them smiling or waving or both. Still, none of them came to join us, and none of them said a thing beyond the occasional greeting.

      “Are we leaving the city?” I asked.

      “Just barely,” Joot replied, waving back at two children who’d thrown their arms above their heads and were jumping up and down in excitement. “Mostly it’s so the portal mages can take part with everyone else. No porting inside the city, right?”

      I frowned. “Shala said that the defenses extended outside the city, too, so the Dark Alliance couldn’t just show up on our doorstep.”

      “I think Master Lammel arranges it so the defenses outside the city are dropped, just for a couple of hours.”

      Of course! That was what Lammel had been doing to the grid—altering the defenses slightly so the portal mages could join in.

      It all made sense now… although it seemed like a weakness the Dark Alliance could exploit.

      “For some of us,” Joot continued, “it’s our only real excuse to leave the palace grounds. But you were fairly clever about it this morning, weren’t you?”

      I frowned at him, and the half-elf wiggled his eyebrows.

      “Hunting,” he grinned. “Good excuse for taking Jacosta out into the woods just to be alone. Did you actually catch any game, or just each other?”

      “How do you know about that?”

      There’d been no one around to see Jacosta and me, and as far as I knew, we’d been discreet about it.

      “Everyone knows about it,” Joot said, staring at me like I’d just told him I didn’t know what a mage was.

      If that were true and everyone really did know, it made a lot more sense now why Shala had stormed away.

      Joot jabbed an elbow into my side good-naturedly. “Vimri’s Tooth, Rylan, is there any woman not lusting after your loins?”

      “Elara,” I muttered, saying the first name that came to mind.

      “Well, I’d consider yourself lucky on that count, if I were you,” the half-elf countered. “Unless your aim is to find yourself on the wrong end of the royal executioner’s axe.”

      That might have made another man blanch, but I grinned. “I’ve cheated death before.”

      “For a woman?” Joot asked dubiously.

      “For things worth a lot less than a woman.”

      “Like what?”

      “A boatful of fish, for one.”

      Joot just snorted and shook his head.

      When we made our way through the outermost wall around Evernal, we had to move single-file through the narrow door left open for us. I noticed a large wooden post erected atop the wall, painted red. I hadn’t seen one like it the entire time I’d been in Evernal. Then again, I’d never been through this small, secret door in the eastern wall, either.

      Everyone gathered in a sizeable crowd a few yards past the wall, obviously waiting for something.

      I looked around and realized that the whispers and giggling rising from the females around me—human or otherwise—had taken on a bit more enthusiasm.

      The women had all calmed down a little over the last few weeks. They still smiled at me whenever I passed, but, bit by bit, they had begun expressing less interest in ‘the new Apprentice.’

      Apparently, now that everyone seemed to know about Jacosta and me that morning, a new interest amongst the female Apprentices had flared to life.

      I smiled back at them and looked away, feigning indifference. For the most part, I really didn’t mind at all—except for the fact that Jacosta and I had agreed we wouldn’t tell anyone.

      As if she’d felt me thinking about her, Jacosta moved through the crowd until she came to stand beside me.

      On my other side, Joot leaned forward to look past me and shot her a shy grin.

      Jacosta didn’t even acknowledge him.

      “I thought you said you didn’t kiss and tell,” she muttered under her breath as she stared out at the crowd.

      “I don’t,” I replied. “And I didn’t tell anyone.”

      “Well, the only person I’ve spoken to is the groundskeeper,” she said grimly. “And that was about the boar. Someone else must have seen us.”

      She seemed to notice Shala across the gathered crowd at the same second I did. Shala glared at both of us now, her dark eyes burning with something I might have called hatred—if either of us had done anything to deserve it.

      I suppose I would have deserved it, IF I’d pledged undying faithfulness to her. But I hadn’t. Instead, I had made it abundantly clear that I didn’t want to settle down, and that she was free to accept that or leave—but that if she agreed to stay with me, then jealousy couldn’t play any part in our relationship.

      So much for that talk.

      Jacosta let out a low sigh. “It could have been your portal mage.”

      “If it was her,” I said, “I’ll handle it.”

      Jacosta briefly turned to meet my gaze. “Good.”

      Then she headed off toward some other part of the crowd without another word.

      The hushed, expectant murmuring around me rose in excitement, and the crowd parted to let someone through.

      Ravik emerged first, followed by Valasia, Lammel, Merrick, and a few other Masters I had seen but not yet met.

      Valasia was looking even more gorgeous than when I’d attended her class my first morning in Evernal. She had given up the stuffy robes of the classroom for leather boots and a close-fitting corset dress, which served to highlight her stunning curves.

      I noticed I wasn’t the only male Apprentice staring at her.

      Despite the distraction Valasia posed, the crowd stepped backwards until Ravik and the other Masters stood in a cleared ring at the center of the crowd.

      Ravik lifted his arms, and all conversation stopped.

      “These are the rules,” he called out gruffly. “No mortal blows against any opponent. Only minor damage casts. If you find yourself on the losing end of an opposing mage’s attack, remove yourself from the game without using your powers and return here.” Ravik pointed at the red post rising from the top of the wall. “Only then may you re-enter the game and use your powers once more.”

      He stopped speaking, and it seemed that was the only explanation he would be giving.

      “What if our power doesn’t deal any damage?” I called out.

      Ravik turned his head slowly until he was staring right at me, and his lips parted in a sneer. “Then you’re starting out at quite the disadvantage, aren’t you? You’re welcome to hide behind someone else who can fight back.”

      A few small, harsh laughs arose. I noticed almost everyone who found Ravik funny was an elf.

      “Here,” Valasia called, and tossed something my way.

      When I caught it, I found myself staring at a carved wooden knife, rounded on both edges and with barely a point at the end.

      “If you can cut an opponent’s throat with that—metaphorically, of course—it counts as a successful blow,” she said. “They then have to return here and re-enter the game.”

      “Can you throw it at them?” I asked.

      Valasia looked at me in amusement. “If you want to risk losing your only weapon.”

      I had spent a good portion of my childhood in Rivermeet hunting rats that gnawed at our nets and tried to eat our catch. For years I had stopped time and killed them that way, but it had hardly seemed sporting—so I’d switched to throwing knives at them. I’d gotten pretty good at it.

      Now it might just be the edge I needed if I had no other options.

      “But does it count if it hits them?” I said.

      “If it’s a solid hit, it does. Just not on the head, or you’re the one who’s disqualified.”

      When I nodded at the woman, she gave me a small, mischievous smile.

      “You have any more of those?” Joot asked her.

      “Anyone whose power doesn’t specifically deal damage to an opponent, come see me,” Valasia called out.

      Joot stepped forward, as well as a few enchanters in their pink-trimmed uniforms and three other potion mages. Valasia doled out a wooden knife to each of them from a pack on the ground at her feet, and the now somewhat-armed Apprentices returned to the crowd.

      Joot stood beside me again and lifted his dull weapon as if in a toast. He grinned expectantly, waiting for me to raise mine in the same way.

      I nodded the tiniest bit and lifted my knife just enough to placate him.

      “Now,” Ravik shouted once Valasia had finished passing out the wooden knives, “we’ll break you into two teams. If I point to you, go stand beside Mistress Valasia. If Master Lammel singles you out, take your place with Master Merrick. Grab a colored sash to identify which team you’re on and make sure it’s visible so your teammates know who you are.”

      Ravik pointed at Merrick, who stood at the other side of the crowd with his arms crossed.

      “And if anyone is injured, you’re to remove yourself from the game immediately and report to the infirmary.”

      Without another word, Ravik and Lammel both made their way through the crowd, selecting Apprentices in whatever way they deemed best.

      Joot and I were two of the first Lammel pointed to, and he did so with squinted eyes and a merry grin.

      We moved over next to Merrick, but the beast mage didn’t look at either of us. Joot grabbed two red sashes from the burlap bag at Merrick’s feet, and I tied mine around my right arm. I noticed that the other team had sashes that were a royal blue.

      While we waited for the rest of the Apprentices to be broken up, I leaned toward Joot and asked, “What exactly is the point of this game?”

      Joot gave me another wide-eyed stare at my ignorance, then laughed.

      “To find the other team’s banner and bring it back here, of course! Each team has its own territory.” Joot pointed out at the fields and forest surrounded the city walls. “We’ll hide our banner somewhere on our side. The other team will do the same over on theirs. We have to go find their banner before they find ours and bring it back here to the red post to win the game.”

      I turned to look at the forest, which extended in every direction around Evernal.

      “That sounds pointless,” I muttered.

      Joot grinned at me and shook his head. “I can’t believe you’ve never played this. Just wait.”

      I still hadn’t officially met most of the Apprentices selected by Lammel now making their way toward us. With all of us gathered here in one place, our numbers looked a lot greater than I’d imagined. Thank goodness for the red sashes so I could identify them at a glance.

      Jacosta joined the team waiting around Merrick. Though she stayed about three yards away from me, I caught her gaze and frowned slightly as though to say, What are you going to do?

      I meant about her powers. I figured exploding arrows qualified as ‘mortal blows.’

      Jacosta drew an arrow from the quiver at her back and held it up to show me. I immediately saw it was tipped in a rounded pad of cloth instead of a pointed arrowhead. Then she nocked it to the bow in her hand.

      Though she pointed her weapon at the ground, her smirk and nod toward the opposing team seemed to say, I’m going hunting.

      I snorted in amusement.

      Then I caught sight of Shala walking towards Merrick and the rest of our team.

      Shala paused when she saw me. A second later, she noticed Jacosta.

      Immediately her expression turned to a scowl, and she headed straight for Merrick’s side.

      Over the last ten minutes, the only time I’d seen the beast mage react was when he turned his head to look at Shala.

      She didn’t say a thing to him, just stared out over the forest.

      As the rest of the teams were selected, I saw that Ravik had handpicked Aran Val and most of the elves, who leered at us and looked ready to draw blood.

      Then I saw Elara among them, too.

      This might just be entertaining.
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      At first, though, it was boring. We had to wait while a member from each team ran out into the separate territories to hide the banners—one red, one blue.

      “Shouldn’t we all work together to figure out where to put it?” I asked Joot. “Or at least shouldn’t we know where it is so we can defend it?”

      “We can do that after the game starts, but not until we get into the forest.”

      “But why?”

      “You’ll see,” Joot said with an enigmatic smile.

      When the ‘hiders’ returned, all coy grins and fierce determination, Joot elbowed me and nodded. “Get ready.”

      All the Masters gathered again beside the small doorway in Evernal’s outer wall. Apparently, their role in ‘the Games’ was finished.

      Lammel stepped forward and raised a frail-looking arm.

      He glanced at each team in turn, taking his sweet time, then swung his arm down so forcefully, I expected him to lose his footing.

      “Begin!” he shouted gleefully.

      I did not expect the chaos that erupted at that one word of permission. Apprentices ran in all directions, seemingly at random, casting and shouting, ducking and running toward… well, I really had no idea.

      “Come on!” Joot shouted, and we sped away from Evernal’s wall.

      Well… I sped, and only at first. The half-elf was actually a good deal slower than me, and a bit clumsy. I had to slow my pace so that he could catch up.

      Fields quickly gave way to forest, which helped to dampen the sound of all the spells blasting through the air.

      Once the trees thickened, though, we slowed our pace a bit and started heading north towards the other team’s territory.

      “Is there anyone actually guarding the banners?” I asked, searching for enemy Apprentices like I’d searched for game with Jacosta that morning.

      “Most of the time it’s the shield mages,” Joot replied, grunting when his pants caught on a bush before he pulled them free again. “Invisible shields, right? Lure your opponents in, they find out they can’t get through to the prize, and then other mages with ranged attacks blast them all and send them back to the red post. And then you move the banner somewhere else.”

      “Clever,” I muttered.

      “Really, the best tactic is for beast mages to possess birds or deer to scout out where the banner is, then once you know, rush it with a large group. Take out the shield mages with sheer numbers and snatch up the prize.”

      “Okay, so where does everybody on our team meet up to figure out tactics and find out where our banner is?”

      “Um…” Joot coughed, then gestured forlornly out into the forest. “Probably over there somewhere. Where all the shouting is.”

      I stared at him. “So why did we come this way?”

      “I, uh… I have a hard time staying alive during ‘Raise the Banner.’ I figured we could watch each other’s backs…?” he trailed off sheepishly.

      With a snort, I started off through the forest. “Fine, let’s go find their damn banner while we watch each other’s backs.”

      I decided I was just learning the rules this time. The next time we played, I would figure out a way to bend all those rules to my advantage.

      “You know,” Joot continued dolefully as he loped along beside me, “I would have loved more than a couple hours’ notice before we started.”

      “Wait, this wasn’t planned out weeks ahead of time?” I asked, startled.

      “No, of course not.”

      Aha—so that’s why I hadn’t known about the Games! Nobody else did, either, until the day of! It was supposed to be a surprise!

      And it explained why Lammel would drop the defenses around the city. As long as it wasn’t scheduled far in advance, the Dark Alliance couldn’t find out and take advantage of it.

      I didn’t feel quite so stupid anymore.

      “Otherwise,” Joot continued, “people could lay traps, stash things to help them—”

      “Cheat?” I asked with a grin.

      “I wouldn’t call it cheating,” Joot said indignantly. “I would call it preparing for battle.”

      “I see. And what, exactly, would you have done to ‘prepare for battle’?”

      He shrugged. “You know… create some sleeping powders. A blinding spray. Nothing permanent, of course. Just enough to give myself a good head start.”

      I patted the half-elf on the shoulder as I eyed the forest around us. “Don’t take this the wrong way, Joot, but it’s a little hard to imagine what a potion mage brings to the table in battle.”

      “I can’t argue with that.” Joot sighed, then his hand went to the leather pouch fastened to his belt. “But I do have smoke.”

      “Demonweed?”

      Somehow it didn’t seem that would help us, unless we could convince the other team to puff themselves into submission.

      “No, a chemical reaction,” Joot said, his eyes lighting up at the chance to be the expert. “Little glass vials of etervitic vapors. You throw them on the ground, the glass breaks, and the vapors inside react with the air to—”

      “Joot,” I said, hoping he could tell from my tone that I neither understood what he was saying nor cared to hear this level of detail. “What does it do?”

      “It makes a lot of smoke.”

      “At least it’s something.”

      I finally got tired of bumbling along and finding nothing, so I decided to do a bit of reconnaissance. I found the tallest tree I could and began climbing, using its rough bark as fingerholds and toeholds until I could reach the lowest branch.

      “What are you doing?” Joot asked worriedly.

      “Seeing if something’s going on out there.”

      “Don’t fall and break your neck!”

      I laughed. If slick sea cliffs and Evernal’s stone walls hadn’t killed me yet, I think I could manage a few tree limbs.

      I climbed as high as the tree branches could support my weight, then looked out over the treetops.

      I saw a half-dozen falcons skirting low over the forest, which was odd. Falcons tended to soar up high. And if they were hunting, they usually descended into the canopy and waited amongst the branches.

      As I squinted at the birds, I finally found the piece of evidence I was looking for: glowing purple eyes on the nearest hawk as it swooped past me.

      They were a beast mage’s spies, just like Joot had said.

      A quarter mile away, two falcons began circling a clearing, and the rest of the falcons headed in that direction. Obviously they had found something.

      Either the falcons were the opposing team’s scouts and they’d found my team’s banner, or vice versa. Either way, it was better than just bumbling along out here in the woods, hoping for something interesting to happen.

      I scrambled back down the tree.

      “See anything?” Joot asked as I climbed down.

      “Yes—falcons possessed by a beast mage, and I think they’ve found something,” I said as I dropped to the ground. “Let’s go.”

      “M-maybe we should hang back,” Joot suggested nervously.

      I stared at him. “What for?”

      “…in case they need reinforcements later…?”

      “What are you so afraid of?” I asked with a frown.

      “Dying!”

      I laughed. “You’re not going to die. The worst that’ll happen is you’ll go back to the red post.”

      “Or get broiled by a fire mage,” he grumbled.

      “I’ll stop time and move you out of the way before that happens,” I promised him.

      “Really?” Joot asked hopefully.

      “Yes—now let’s go!”

      A few minutes later of racing through the woods, I saw a blue glimmer far ahead, a speck of unnatural color amongst the trees.

      “Is that somebody’s sash or their banner?” I asked Joot.

      The half-elf squinted, then gasped. “I think it’s their banner!”

      Apparently the falcon had led us right to it.

      “I told you this game sounded easy,” I said, then quickened my pace toward the fluttering blue banner just a hundred feet away.

      Before I got halfway there, leaves and bushes rustled off to my left. I immediately dropped to the ground and pulled Joot down with me.

      I turned to see a dozen other Apprentices scattered throughout the trees. I didn’t know their names, but I recognized by their red sashes that they were all on my team. One of them—a beast mage, judging by the purple lining his clothes—met my gaze. He was probably the one who had possessed the falcon.

      He pointed a finger at me, then raised his eyebrows and gestured with his head towards the banner.

      The meaning was obvious: Do you want to get it?

      I knew that he most likely expected shield mages to be protecting the banner, and was just offering me up as the sacrificial lamb. He wanted to figure out where the other team’s traps were laid before risking his own neck.

      But I had no problem being the point man. Someone had to do it, and it was a lot more fun than waiting around in the underbrush doing nothing, letting someone else seize the glory.

      Plus, my powers were best suited for dealing with an attack—and for running away with the prize once I seized it.

      I nodded back at him.

      “Stay here, Joot,” I whispered.

      “Don’t forget to move me out of the way if a fire mage attacks,” he whispered back fretfully.

      I grinned at him, nodded, and started out through the trees.

      Thirty feet away from the banner, I realized this was stupid—why expose myself to attack when it wasn’t necessary?

      I immediately slowed down time to a crawl and dashed the rest of the way there. I didn’t want to waste my entire window of spell-casting, so I had to make this quick.

      I half expected to run smack into an invisible barrier, so I kept one hand out in front of me so I wouldn’t accidentally break my nose—but nothing stood in my way. The shield mages hadn’t even bothered to defend the prize!

      I scoffed as I reached the banner, frozen mid-flutter in the air. I couldn’t help but think that the Masters should have organized a more challenging game—and that the other Apprentices should have been better opponents.

      I reached out to grab the blue cloth—

      But my hand slipped entirely through it.

      …what?!

      I tried grasping the banner again, but it was like trying to grab smoke.

      It wasn’t real.

      Most probably an illusion, cast by an enchanter.

      I immediately made a mental note not to underestimate my fellow Apprentices again.

      This was most likely a trap—a way to draw us out into the open—so I ran back to the beast mage before I ended my time spell.

      He jerked back comically and fell on his rear end. From his perspective, I’m sure it looked like I’d just appeared out of thin air.

      “What the—?”

      “The banner’s an illusion,” I whispered.

      He stared at me, then looked back at the banner fluttering in the breeze. “Are you sure?”

      “Unless you have magical banners that can’t be touched, then yes, it’s an illusion!”

      The beast mage looked around at the other Apprentices staring at us from behind the trees. He motioned with his hand for the others to fall back—

      That’s when the forest erupted around us.

      A gale-force blast of wind tore through the trees, far stronger than it should have been on a clear, cloudless day like this. Thousands of dead leaves blew up from the ground, temporarily blinding me.

      Then an air mage with a blue sash stepped into view, his arms outstretched.

      Shouts of alarm and warning rose behind me, and I turned to see that several Apprentices on my own team were quite literally being blown back across the forest floor. Most of them kept their footing, boots sliding backward through the dirt. A few of them were thrown to the ground. I was pretty sure that counted as an attack that would force them to retreat to the red post and start over again.

      The beast mage next to me closed his eyes. When he opened them a second later, they glowed purple, and I scanned the forest for what I knew was coming next.

      A stag with purple eyes came crashing through the underbrush. The air mage and his teammates scattered from their hiding places as they fled the animal’s path.

      One Apprentice on the opposing team made the mistake of teleporting right into the path of the charging stag, and her eyes widened in terror as it bore down on her.

      Before I could cast a spell to save her, the stag dug its hooves into the ground and skidded into a turn, hitting the Apprentice with its flank and knocking her to the ground.

      I’m sure it was a powerful blow, but it was nothing compared with being gored on its antlers.

      The deer ran off in another direction. The Apprentice stumbled to her feet, scowling, and ran back through the forest towards the city wall and the red post.

      Given Aran Val’s treachery three weeks ago, I thought it was amazing that everyone followed the rules, especially when there was no Master here to enforce it—although I supposed the other Apprentices were witnesses, and there were probably penalties for cheating.

      More deer came to join the fray, courtesy of the beast mage. They never fully attacked our opponents, but charged at them with just enough force to make a point.

      I was considering using my own power to take out the air mage with my wooden knife—his blasts of air were still effectively knocking my teammates over one at a time—but I dropped the idea when I felt the ground shuddering beneath my feet.

      The Apprentices around me paused as well, glancing quickly around for the source.

      A hundred feet away, two elves with blue sashes emerged from the trees. Their long, pale blonde hair—the same length on both the male and the female elf—almost made them look like siblings. Their fingers twirled through the air, and grey light spun around their wrists as the earth shook harder.

      “Earth mages,” the beast mage groaned.

      I looked around for Joot and saw my friend cowering behind a fallen log, obviously terrified. I felt bad that I’d led him into the thick of battle and then deserted him.

      “I have to get Joot out of here,” I said to the beast mage.

      “Go, go!” he said, swatting the air as his eyes glowed purple again.

      I raced over to Joot and tumbled down next to him behind the log.

      “You came back for me!” he exclaimed.

      “Of course—let’s go!”

      We took off running away from the pair of elves—but they saw us.

      The forest floor erupted in front of us, and Joot and I scrambled backward to avoid the pillar of stone shooting up out of the ground.

      Another Apprentice on our team wasn’t quite fast enough. Instead of the earth bursting into the air, the ground split in two, forming a pit in the ground right beneath the woman’s feet. She lost her balance and toppled screaming into the hole. I hoped for her sake that it wasn’t too deep.

      I darted in another direction, planning to make my way around the earth mages—but the ground erupted in front of me again, and I had to change my course.

      Then the crackle of a fireball roared through the forest. It was small, nothing like Aran Val’s attack on me—but then again, whoever had launched it was following the rules.

      The fireball hit the male elf’s boots. The flames began to climb up his pantleg until a puff of dirt directed by the elf’s outstretched fingers snuffed out the fire.

      Seconds later, the male elf started his retreat to the red post.

      With her teammate gone, the female elf focused on me and Joot.  Just when I felt the ground starting to break open beneath one boot, my hands glowed with green patterns, and I slowed time.

      I picked up Joot and deposited him out of the path of the opening fissure. Then I used a few precious seconds to gauge what was happening all around me.

      The beast mage’s eyes were still glowing purple. Multiple deer were running through the clearing, their eyes purple, too.

      Then I saw Jacosta, her bow raised, her hand open wide. The string was taut, meaning she’d just fired.

      I followed the most likely path and saw her padded arrow was just a foot from the female earth mage’s chest.

      At least one of my opponents was done for.

      Joot was gaping at the air mage, who looked like he was turning his attention to the half-elf now.

      But Joot had also apparently just chucked one of his vials at the ground in front of him. Thick purple smoke billowed at his feet, crawling up his legs at a snail’s pace.

      I sighed. If anything, the smoke’s bright-purple color would only draw more attention to Joot, not less. The smoke definitely wouldn’t let him hide—the air mage would just push it all out of the way.

      I’d only slowed time for six seconds—training with Lammel had also improved my ability to count automatically and yet think at the same time—so I released my cast and returned the world around me to its natural speed.

      The earth mage elf shrieked in surprise, rage, and more than a little pain as Jacosta’s padded arrow slammed into her chest.

      Jacosta whipped her head toward me with a triumphant grin, then nocked another arrow and kept firing. She was incredibly fast and unbelievably accurate, though she never used her powers on the other team’s Apprentices.

      The purple cloud burst fully around Joot, shielding him entirely from view. He’d obviously used the smoke as a last resort to change his direction—only now, without being able to see anything through the smoke, he burst from the other side of it and stumbled right into the wide crevice the earth mage had opened in the ground.

      His arms flailed as he toppled forward with a shout of surprise.

      I slowed time again and ran toward where I’d seen him fall, thinking I might be able to grab him before he dropped who knew how far. When I got there, though, he was already five feet below the surface.

      I dropped onto my belly and reached down toward his outstretched hand. There was only about six inches between my fingers and his, but it was six inches too many. I couldn’t reach him. But I did see that the opening in the ground only went down about seven feet, with what looked like relatively soft dirt at the bottom.

      Joot would be fine. After all, this was just a game.

      That didn’t mean I wanted to waste the rest of my spell-casting window and risk being hit by the other team, though.

      I stood again, released my hold on time, and headed away from the battle as it resumed all around me.

      I wanted to find the other team’s banner. If I used my powers sparingly until then, I would regain my full casting window—which would be enough to snatch the banner and sprint as far as I could back toward the wall.

      Now all I had to do was find the banner.

      Easier said than done, especially without a bunch of falcons to point the way.

      Behind me, a few shouts of warning rose before something huge crashed into the trees. I looked over my shoulder to see three tree trunks encased wholly in ice.

      When I turned around again to keep running, I glimpsed Elara hiding behind a thicket.

      As if she felt me watching her, the princess turned her head and settled her gaze on me. Then she grinned, which I’d never seen her do, and disappeared into the forest, almost challenging me to follow her.

      Hmm.

      Might as well have a little fun before I went off to look for the blue banner.

      “Don’t worry about me,” I heard Joot call from the earth mage’s trench, even as I’d already left him behind. “I’ll just… get myself out. Somehow.”

      “Good luck, Joot!” I yelled, and tore off after Elara.

      The sound of magic being cast and the frustrated shouts of fallen mages faded away, either because the fighting had stopped or because I’d put enough distance behind me.

      I scanned the trees for Elara, certain she’d headed this way.

      Then she stepped out halfway from behind a tree trunk just thirty feet ahead, her hand sparking with a light-blue glow.

      I could have stopped time and used my wooden knife on her…but then she would have run off for the red post, which was exactly the opposite of what I wanted. No, better to wait.

      “It’s nice I caught you alone, Rylan,” she called as she moved through the trees. I mirrored her steps and kept as many obstacles between us as possible. “Now I get to ask you if the rumors are true.”

      “You’ll have to be more specific,” I replied. “I can’t keep up with all of them.”

      Elara’s mouth twitched, but she didn’t let herself laugh. “Tales of your romantic exploits were on everyone’s lips this morning.”

      She was obviously trying to goad me into something, though I couldn’t quite figure out what she thought I’d do. But she didn’t seem upset about whatever she might have heard, just highly amused.

      “What about your lips?” I asked jauntily. “What I wouldn’t give for my exploits to be on them!”

      The princess moved remarkably quickly, flinging a burst of icy crystals from her glowing hands.

      But I moved faster.

      I stopped time completely, stepping out of the path of her attack before it had even reached halfway. My fingers curled around the wooden knife in my hand. I had about forty seconds left in my casting window before I couldn’t use it again, so I had to make this quick—but not too quick.

      I gave myself enough time to study Elara while I approached—her smirk, the determined glint in her eye beneath one lifted eyebrow, her nose still tilted slightly into the air as if she were a Master herself, intending to show me a lesson or two.

      Moving behind her, I slipped my hand onto the curve of her waist and brought the rounded edge of the wooden knife to the hollow of her throat. Then I closed my casting window, and time returned.

      “You’re more than welcome to ask about the rumors,” I said in her ear. “But wouldn’t you rather judge for yourself whether or not they’re true?”

      She flinched in surprise, then turned her head to look over her shoulder at me. Our eyes met, her shoulder pressed back into my chest, and for a second, I thought she might finally accept my offer.

      Then she smirked, pulled my hand and the wooden knife away from her throat, and said, “I have to go back to the wall. Rules are rules.”

      Before I could say anything, she took off through the forest. Even while running, she kept her nose slightly upturned, every inch the princess.

      I couldn’t help but laugh. Then I continued through the trees towards my other goal—the blue banner.

      After ten minutes and a few fights along the way, I discovered a group of ten Apprentices from the other team, looking as though they were just waiting for an opponent to happen upon them.

      And in the center of their circle was the blue banner, swaying in the breeze.

      This was it! I doubted ten Apprentices would be so blatantly guarding an illusion.

      I stopped time and froze them all, then raced through their ranks, my arm outstretched to grab the prize—

      And slammed right into an invisible wall.

      “Damn it!” I cursed as I shook my smarting fingers. I reached out my hand again and felt the barrier in the air, smooth like glass. I traced my hand across it as I raced around—but there was no break in the shield. I reached up high to see if the barrier ended, but it seemed to be a bubble that perfectly enclosed the banner.

      I slammed the butt of the wooden knife hilt as hard as I could against the barrier—once, twice, three times. Every impact caused a flicker of dark blue light in the air, but the barrier remained.

      I was wasting valuable time.

      I looked around and saw a woman in robes trimmed in dark blue. She must be the shield mage.

      I slipped behind her, put the wooden blade to her throat—and then realized I would have to restart time long enough for her to realize she’d been tagged. And then I’d have to wait a little longer for her to drop her shield.

      Which would be dangerous for me, but there wasn’t a better option.

      I restarted time and pressed the knife to her bare skin.

      “Got you! Drop the shield!” I yelled.

      She shrieked, and the other Apprentices all whirled towards me with outstretched hands.

      As soon as I saw the colored patterns flashing—orange, blue, red, aquamarine—I stopped time and ran to the far side of the clearing, where I hid behind a tree.

      Then I let time restart.

      Fire and ice and blasts of water burst across the clearing as the poor shield mage got hit from every direction.

      She went down screaming. At least the sprays of water and ice put out all the fireballs that hit her.

      “Drop the shield!” I yelled from behind the tree.

      “It’s dropped!” she yelled back petulantly.

      The other Apprentices zeroed in on the sound of my voice.

      “Spread out so we don’t hit each other again!” one of the fire mages shouted, and they all began to scatter in different directions.

      Wonderful.

      After all that time trying to probe for weaknesses in the shield, I had perhaps twenty seconds left in my casting window.

      Enough to snag the banner and run, but not far. I certainly wouldn’t survive long with nine Apprentices in pursuit, and me unable to use my powers again for an extended period.

      I thought for a second, then decided on an alternate strategy.

      I stopped time, ran towards the nearest mage, unstopped time, stabbed him lightly with the knife, then stopped time again and ran for the next closest Apprentice.

      Two down, eight to go.

      Unfortunately they had all spread out. Mostly so they wouldn’t catch each other in a crossfire again, but they’d also inadvertently made it harder for me to attack them.

      This wasn’t going to be easy—not with fifteen seconds left.

      Ah well. What was life without a few challenges along the way?

      I ran past one Apprentice, pacing it just right and starting time as my knife raked across his chest.

      Before he could react, I stopped time again.

      I didn’t break stride, though. I raced towards the next closest Apprentice and started time again just as my knife whisked across the back of her neck.

      One by one I ran to them, started time, tagged them, and stopped time again as I raced onwards.

      Whenever time started back up, I would hear groans and shouts of disappointment as the victims realized they had been ‘stabbed.’

      “He—”

      Time stopped, then started.

      “—got—”

      Stopped, then started.

      “—me!”

      And then went silent again until I struck the next.

      Their groans mirrored my own discomfort. Flashing my power on and off repeatedly wasn’t something I’d trained for, and the strain was beginning to get to me. My blood pounded in my temples, and my head ached.

      Not only that, but I knew my window was closing quickly. I just didn’t know exactly how long I had. All the stopping and starting had interfered with my internal count of how many seconds were left.

      I had just tagged the ninth Apprentice when my powers finally ran out.

      All nine men and women roared in disbelief and anger.

      The tenth, a frost mage, looked around in bewilderment.

      He was twenty feet away. Too far for me to cover on foot before he could hit me with a blast of ice.

      I tried to stop time—but nothing happened.

      He looked over at me, and our eyes locked across the clearing.

      His hands sparked with soft blue light as I raised my arm—

      And I threw my knife at him as hard as I could.

      It spun midair—hit him dead in the chest before he could cast his spell—and bounced off and dropped to the grass at his feet.

      Thank the gods for all that rat target practice in Rivermeet.

      “OW!” the frost mage yelped, then stared down at the knife in outrage.

      “Did I get everyone?” I asked loudly.

      Amazingly enough, they were all honest in their replies.

      “Yes.”

      “Unfortunately.”

      “Yes, damn you.”

      “Then I’ll see you at the wall,” I said merrily as I grabbed the banner—now no longer behind an invisible shield—and stuffed it inside my tunic. Then I picked up my wooden knife from the frost mage’s feet and bolted off into the forest.
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      The Apprentices I’d ‘killed’ didn’t let me off that easily, though.

      They didn’t attack me, true—but they raced along behind me, shouting, “Aran Val! Meribeth! Taros! Rylan’s got the banner—hurry!”

      I was pretty sure it was a violation of the rules, but it’s not like I could appeal the decision at the moment.

      I just ran as fast as I could, putting as much distance between me and the other Apprentices. The entire time I ignored the pounding in my head as I warily watched my surroundings. I was powerless until my refractory period was over. I would need half a minute just to be able to stop time for a few seconds, and two minutes before I was back to full power.

      At least twenty seconds had passed back in the clearing. I ran for another thirty before I heard feet tromping through the underbrush nearby.

      “He’s over there!” the Apprentices shouted from a hundred feet behind me. “Get him, he’s got the banner!”

      Suddenly Aran Val burst into the clearing, his face contorted in rage.

      I was fairly sure this wasn’t going to be a friendly rematch.

      I could have stopped time and ‘stabbed’ him, but I doubted he would just run back to the wall and follow the rules of the game. He certainly hadn’t cared much for rules during our duel.

      Not to mention I heard another half-dozen Apprentices racing through the woods behind him. They were too spread out—I wouldn’t be able to tag them all, not with my reduced spell-casting abilities.

      I made my choice.

      I stopped time and ran.

      I dashed past Aran Val, still as a statue, and raced through the trees.

      At most I had a thirty-second window.

      I had to make it count.

      I ran through the silent forest, the only sound my feet scrabbling across the leaves. I ran until my lungs burned, my head throbbed, and my heart felt ready to explode.

      I forced my powers to the brink of exhaustion, trying to eke out one last second.

      Just... a little bit... longer...

      And then the window closed.

      The forest roared back to life around me—

      But the confused shouts of the opposing team’s Apprentices were far in the distance.

      How much ground had I covered? An eighth of a mile? Maybe more?

      I figured it should be enough.

      But as soon as time returned and sound came back, I heard voices raised in argument nearby—both female, and both very familiar.

      “You can’t just run around taking whatever you want!”

      “When it doesn’t belong to anyone else, I’m fairly certain I can!”

      Shala and Jacosta.

      Damn it…

      I thought about ignoring them and continuing on to the red post until I heard Shala scream, “He’s with me!”

      “That’s not what he told me,” Jacosta retorted.

      I groaned inwardly.

      Take back the banner, or deal with this now?

      No matter how competitive I was, no matter how much I wanted to win, capturing the banner was a stupid game.

      I cared for Shala. I truly liked Jacosta.

      And it sounded like things were about to get out of hand between them.

      There was no way I could run out on them just to win a stupid game.

      I considered briefly that Aran Val would be coming for me—but I reasoned that by the time he caught up, my powers would have returned.

      Hopefully.

      Not only that, but Shala, Jacosta, and I were all on the same team. They could help me fight Aran Val. They could also be witnesses if he tried something underhanded.

      Plus I had the banner. Maybe, just maybe, the lure of a shared victory would be enough to break up the two women’s fight.

      Although I knew that was probably a fairy tale.

      I followed the sound of their voices and caught sight of Shala through the trees, her feet planted and her fists clenched by her sides.

      Jacosta stood across the clearing, frowning at Shala—though there was pity mixed in with her anger. Her bow hung in her hand by her side, and she hadn’t nocked another arrow. So at least she wasn’t going to shoot another Apprentice on her own team.

      “I’m sure he didn’t tell you,” Shala raged, “because you didn’t give him any time before you opened your legs!”

      Jacosta bristled. “I guess what’s between yours wasn’t enough for him, then.”

      That tipped Shala over the edge.

      Her features contorted in rage, and yellow light shimmered around her fingers as she opened a portal in the air. Then she planted her feet and willed it towards Jacosta.

      “NO!” I screamed.

      I remembered how Shala had stopped the moose in Rivermeet—by opening a portal and then dropping the beast out into the sea.

      I had no idea where the other side of this portal came out, but I wasn’t willing to take a chance.

      I stopped time just as the portal was about to swallow Jacosta.

      The only problem was, only thirty seconds had elapsed since my last spell-casting window.

      I didn’t know the exact length for sure—I hadn’t been counting—but I could feel the weakness of my powers, like an exhausted man struggling to lift a heavy load.

      I had three seconds at most.

      I raced across the clearing, then leapt and pushed Jacosta out of the way—

      Time came back, and the portal swallowed me whole.

      I heard Shala’s scream behind me—

      And then that same scream was suddenly far below me as I emerged from the portal seventy feet in the air.

      My stomach lurched into my throat as I plummeted towards the forest canopy.

      My spell-casting window had closed—but if I didn’t try, things were going to get very painful, very fast.

      Summoning every last bit of strength I had, I forced time to stop as I crashed into the treetops.

      It was agony, but I managed to slow time for half a second.

      Just like when I dove off cliffs when I was a child, I slowed down midair.

      The branches around me bent under my weight, but I was moving at a snail’s pace.

      In the short time I had, I grabbed the nearest branch I could and hung on with all my might.

      Then time came roaring back, and I crashed down through the tree limbs.

      The branch I held onto helped break my momentum. It was young and green enough that it bent, not snapped, and it slowed my fall.

      I still slammed into damn near every branch on my way down, but at least I was going half the speed I would have otherwise been.

      Finally the branch was ripped out of my fingers, taking off a layer of skin with it, and I fell the last ten feet to the forest floor.

      I landed badly on my left arm, and roared in pain as I felt the bones in my forearm snap.

      At least it wasn’t my neck.

      I thudded onto my back. Off to my side, I heard both Shala and Jacosta scream.

      Shala got to me first. She dove to her knees at my side, her eyes wide in terror. “Rylan, I’m so sorry, I’m so sorry—”

      “Don’t touch me,” I grunted in pain. Every inch of my body ached, and my arm felt like a shark had bitten it clean off.

      “But you’re hurt!”

      “Because of you!”

      “It wasn’t meant for you…” she whispered, her eyes welling up with tears.

      “And that makes it better?!” I yelled. “You could have killed her! You damn near killed me!”

      “Rylan… please—”

      “Whatever you have to say,” I snarled, “I don’t want to hear it. We’re done.”

      Shala burst into tears beside me, but I had no desire to look at her. Instead, I stared up at the ragged hole I’d cut through the forest canopy, grateful that I’d managed to survive.

      Jacosta walked slowly over to my side, her face full of sympathy and pain—although her sympathy seemed to be as much for Shala as it was for me. She watched Shala weeping for a few seconds before she looked into my eyes.

      “Thank you,” Jacosta whispered, her face ghostly white. She seemed even more frightened than when I’d saved her from the boar.

      Before I could answer, a shout rang out through the trees. “Over here!”

      An Apprentice I didn’t know appeared between the trees, pointing in my direction. Seconds later, Ravik and Valasia were standing over me.

      Jacosta stepped back to let them through. At least half a dozen other Apprentices came with them, including Aran Val.

      Valasia looked shocked, but Ravik just scowled.

      “What happened?” he demanded.

      “He fell,” Jacosta said in a flat, emotionless voice.

      Shala’s breath suddenly hitched in her throat, and she stopped weeping.

      I glanced up at Jacosta, and our eyes met for the briefest of seconds.

      I knew what was going on in her head.

      What Shala had done was inexcusable—but Jacosta obviously felt guilty about sleeping with me. At least, she felt guilty after seeing the pain it had put Shala through.

      If we told anyone what had really happened, Shala would be cast out of Evernal entirely, her Apprenticeship revoked, and she would be sent back to the Outer Isles.

      Jacosta apparently didn’t want that on her conscience.

      Neither did I, no matter how angry I was with Shala.

      “It was a stupid mistake,” I said to Ravik. “I was trying to get all the way up in the trees for a view of the field. Lost my footing and broke my arm, but otherwise I’m fine.”

      Shala looked up at Jacosta, then down at me—and burst into sobs all over again.

      Ravik frowned at Shala, looking particularly unnerved by her crying.

      I myself ignored her tears—but something else was bothering me.

      “I didn’t think I was that close to the city walls,” I said to Valasia. “How did you get here so fast?”

      “Master Arjen said you were in danger,” she informed me. “He had one of the servants come running to tell us.”

      I didn’t know whether to be thankful for the old man’s concern, or worried that he might have seen everything that preceded my fall—not to mention everything that came after it. Like the lie Jacosta and I had told on Shala’s behalf.

      Ravik sneered at me. “Get yourself to the infirmary. If you’re quick enough, you might even make it back to the Game in time for another stupid mistake before it’s over.”

      Honestly, I would have loved to have punched that contemptuous look off Ravik’s face.

      But then I remembered what I was carrying, which I’d forgotten. Falling out of a tree will do that to you.

      I reached inside my tunic and pulled out the blue banner. “Would this qualify as it being over?”

      The look on Ravik’s face was priceless.

      “Where did you get that?!” he demanded as his eyes bugged out of his sockets.

      “Where the other team hid it,” I said with a grin.

      “He snagged it from us,” another one of the Apprentices confirmed.

      “And yet,” Aran Val said as he stared down at me, a strange look on his face, “you climbed a tree to get the lay of the land. Even though you’d already escaped us.”

      I grimaced. “My powers had run out. Like I said… stupid mistake.”

      Ravik grabbed the banner from me and slapped it against Aran Val’s chest.

      “You have to return it to the red post in order to win,” Ravik snarled at me. “Too bad that didn’t happen. Now the opposing team gets to hide it again.”

      “Then I’ll just have to come back and find it again, won’t I?” I said as I struggled to sit up.

      Jacosta bent down to offer me her hand. As I took it, I heard Shala take a sharp, trembling breath.

      Jacosta and I both glanced at her.

      Through her tears, Shala stared at us both and mouthed, Thank you.

      Jacosta just nodded the tiniest bit. Then she helped pull me up to standing.

      “Can you make it back on your own?” Jacosta asked.

      I grimaced, though I’d meant it to be a reassuring smile. “I’m fine. Thanks, though.”

      She nodded, and I made my way through the group of Apprentices.

      “Everyone—back to the Game!” Ravik roared.

      Aran Val just watched me as I passed by him, his fingers rubbing the blue banner. I couldn’t tell whether the expression in his eyes was malice or confusion.

      Funny… I’d thought that the elf would have been the worst of my problems. Now, though, I apparently had to deal with two women fighting over me and nearly killing me in the process.
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      I walked back by myself through all three of Evernal’s separate city walls. The guards at each entrance took one look at me and stepped aside to let me through—though they did it with a smirk. Clearly, I wasn’t the first mage to be sent back to the infirmary during one of these little outings.

      When I stepped inside the infirmary, it was completely empty again, except for one healer—Pela.

      “I’m back,” I called to her, chuckling through the pain. “Is Mistress Weera in?”

      Pela was standing at a desk grinding powders with a mortar and pestle. She looked over and opened her mouth in surprise, then found her tongue. “N-no, she’s in the city. What’s wrong?”

      “Broke my arm.”

      Pela’s eyes widened behind her spectacles, and she moved quickly towards me.

      “What happened?” she asked, her voice breathless.

      I let go of my now-swollen forearm and extended it toward her. Just that small movement made me grit my teeth.

      “‘Raise the Banner’ happened,” I said with a wry grin. “Nobody told me it was this dangerous.”

      Her eyes flicked up to my face before she returned her attention to my arm. “It’s not supposed to be.”

      “Why weren’t you there?”

      It seemed like a punishment to be left here alone while literally all the other Apprentices were out having fun.

      “Healers never participate in any of the Games,” she replied glumly. “Someone has to be on call in case the palace has need of us. Let me see your arm.”

      Pela reached out to gently pull back the sleeve of my tunic, but apparently, it wouldn’t move far enough for her liking.

      “Take off your tunic,” she said. Her eyes darted up to my face then away again as she blushed.

      I gingerly maneuvered out of my tunic with my all but useless arm. It was excruciating.

      “Do you need any help?” she asked timidly.

      “No, I’ll be fine.”

      I appreciated the offer, but she might have made things worse by jostling me.

      Besides, the way she blushed crimson when I finally dropped my tunic on the floor was so adorable that it took my mind off the pain.

      She stepped toward me again, her gaze sliding over my shoulders and my chest. She didn’t have to touch my shoulder first and draw her trembling fingers all the way down my arm until she cradled my forearm with both hands, but she did.

      I didn’t bother to ask if she would focus only on the healing this time.

      “Is it true?” Pela asked, her voice almost a whisper. She didn’t look me in the face as she asked it, but instead stared at my arm.

      “Is what true?”

      She swallowed audibly. “That you went off into the woods with Jacosta and came back… knowing her very well.”

      Honestly, I would have thought the whole situation more entertaining, maybe even a little endearing, if I weren’t in such pain. But I did chuckle.

      “You heard that rumor too, then,” I said.

      “I heard it wasn’t a rumor.”

      I shrugged. “Believe it if you want.”

      Pela released my arm, stepped back, and finally looked up at me. “What about Shala?”

      I frowned at Pela. “What about her?”

      Pela’s lips quivered and she scowled at me. “You were unfaithful to her.”

      As soon as she said it, she looked afraid, as though she knew she had gone too far.

      I have to admit, I was more than a little annoyed.

      “Unfaithful? How can I be unfaithful to a woman I never pledged to be faithful to?”

      Pela looked confused and indignant at the same time. “Well—I’m sure she assumed it.”

      “She couldn’t have assumed, because I told her flat out I didn’t want to be tied down.”

      I wondered for a second if that comment violated my ‘never kiss and tell’ rule—but since every damn Apprentice in Evernal seemed to know the details of my personal life, I didn’t think it was a betrayal. So I continued.

      “In my village, people take however many partners they want. Freely. Someone only chooses to be with one person when both of them agree to marry and settle down. To start a family. For as long as my people have been living this way, it’s never caused jealousy or anger or resentment. Everyone accepts it. Everyone enjoys it.”

      I had to chuckle again when Pela looked at me with nothing but blank disbelief. At least her indignant scowl had faded.

      I thought about adding, And if it makes any difference, Shala was the one who did this to me, but Pela might let it slip, and that might get Shala thrown out of Evernal… so I kept my mouth shut.

      “So you told Shala before you… were with her?” Pela asked breathlessly.

      “Yes. And I told her once we reached Evernal that I wasn’t going to settle down with one woman, so that if we were to continue, it would have to be with that understanding—and no jealousy.”

      “…oh…” Pela’s eyes dropped back down to my arm. “Your… your people share a bed with whomever they want?”

      “Yes.”

      “And…” She bit down lightly on her bottom lip. “And you’ve been with many women?”

      “I wouldn’t say many. A few.”

      Pela took a deep, shuddering breath, her breasts heaving beneath her plain, shapeless dress. When she did lift her gaze, it was only as high as my lips. “That would make you… quite experienced, then?”

      I was starting to wonder how long she was going to keep up these questions, but I couldn’t let that one go unanswered.

      “I try my best to make sure every woman I’m with enjoys herself,” I said.

      It hadn’t seemed possible that her blush could deepen any more, but it turned so red that she looked like she’d spent too many hours out in the sun. “And would you—”

      “Pela,” I interrupted, “I’d really like to get my arm tended to.”

      “Oh!” She jumped like I’d startled her, then she cringed. “Yes. Yes, of course, I’m sorry—here…”

      She touched my forearm with both hands, her cool fingers a contrast to the heat and swelling.

      When she used her power, a white glow surrounded her hands and silent points of light rose up from them like sparks from a fire. A pleasant tingling filled my entire arm, and the pain began to recede.

      After thirty seconds the light faded, and she withdrew her hands. The warm tingling in my forearm lasted just a bit longer. When it was gone, I noticed the pain was, too.

      “Try moving it,” Pela suggested.

      I flexed my arm and twisted it in several directions. It felt even better than before my fall. Not only that, but all the aches and pains in my body were gone.

      “That’s amazing—thank you!”

      Pela still wouldn’t look me in the eye as she whispered, “You’re welcome.” But at least she gave a shy little smile.

      I stood there looking at her as her eyes darted over my chest and body.

      I knew what she so desperately wanted. The only question was, would she take it if it were offered.

      “You know,” I said, “I don’t think I thanked you properly the last time, either.”

      I placed one finger under her chin, lifted her head gently up, and bent over and kissed her.

      Pela froze. She might have even stopped breathing completely.

      I’d more or less expected that reaction, so I released her and took a step back. There was a fine line, it seemed, between Pela’s willingness and all that quivering tension inside her. Perhaps I’d crossed that line, and her reaction would never be anything more than this.

      I was wrong.

      Pela’s eyes widened—and then she threw herself at me. Literally.

      Her tiny body slammed into mine and she kissed me with a fierce, desperate urgency, tugging at my hair and all but clawing at my bare chest and shoulders, panting and moaning like I was a feast and she hadn’t eaten in weeks.

      Of course, I wasn’t going to stop her.

      I hadn’t realized how far she’d pushed me back across the infirmary until my legs bumped against the side of one of the low beds lining the wall. I’d already been holding her waist at this point—which was a lot narrower than it looked beneath her unflattering dress—and I grabbed her even tighter just to keep from falling backward onto the bed. Not that Pela would have minded, I was sure.

      My grabbing her made her gasp—and then she frantically began to yank on the ties of my breeches. She looked up at me and bit her bottom lip, her eyes wild with need.

      My pants loosened, and her soft, warm hand wrapped around me to pull me free of my breeches.

      I sucked in a breath through my teeth, then grinned and kissed her.

      She pulled away just long enough to pull off her spectacles, which she tossed onto the infirmary bed, then went back to kissing me passionately.

      Just as I was about to pull her down onto the bed with me and get rid of that dress, Pela pulled savagely at the legs of my trousers, sending them to the floor.

      It wasn’t the first time a woman had nearly torn the clothes off my body, but I was entirely unprepared for what she did next.

      She pressed her lips to my chest, leaving kisses down my stomach as she sank to her knees on the infirmary floor. Then she took me into her mouth, and I just about lost myself.

      No woman had ever done this before, and this mousy, blushing healer had done it without my asking.

      I groaned in pleasure as I felt her mouth around me, then braced my hands against the wall so I wouldn’t fall backwards. “How do you… gods, that’s amazing… oh… oh…”

      Now I was the one who couldn’t finish my sentences.

      Pela withdrew just enough to look up at me, licking her lips.

      “I read about it in a book,” she said. There was no stutter this time, no furious blinking, no blush—just a wild, eager flare behind her eyes now. “I’ve always wanted to try it.”

      I looked down at her and gave a chuckle. “Well, you’re amazing at it.”

      “As a healer,” she said with a smile, gripping me with her hand now as her confidence clearly grew, “I have to know everything there is to know about anatomy. And you have some very impressive anatomy.”

      She resumed again with even more eagerness.

      After a couple more minutes, I moaned, “If you want to do other things, you might want to stop that for a bit… you’re just too good at it…”

      She withdrew me from her mouth and murmured, “Well, I definitely want to do other things.”

      Then she stood and shoved me back on the bed.

      It would have been hilarious—a five-foot-two woman pushing over a man who towered above her—if it weren’t so erotic.

      As I kicked off my trousers wrapped around my ankles and pulled off my boots, she bunched up her dress in her fists and lifted it up above her thighs. Then she swung a leg over my knees and nearly jumped into my lap. As she kissed me passionately, she wrapped her hand around me again and guided me inside her.

      I didn’t think I’d ever entered a woman who was as ready and desperate for me as Pela was. She gasped and shut her eyes as she slowly eased down on me. She paused for a moment, trembled—and then I grabbed her bare backside with both hands beneath her dress and slowly pushed her all the way down.

      Her eyes flew open and she cried out in pleasure, and whatever hesitation she might have still had was completely gone.

      Her fingers clawed at my back as she pulled me closer, rocking wildly in my lap and whimpering with short, high moans. I moved with her, meeting her lips when she bent to kiss me and watching her when she threw her head back. Pela’s chest heaved beneath that brown dress, and I set about removing the thing entirely.

      In case she was shy about her body, I pulled the high collar aside to kiss her neck and her collarbone.

      I shouldn’t have worried about her being shy. We’d passed that point long ago.

      Pela reached down, pulled her dress over her head, and flung it to the floor. She had the largest, fullest breasts I’d ever seen on a woman so thin. She shrieked when I bent her backward in my lap just to take one of her dark, hardened nipples in my mouth. Even then, she rocked her hips against me, her fists wildly clenching my hair.

      Her thighs squeezed my hips, and when she came to the heights of her pleasure, it was a very good thing that Evernal’s innermost palace grounds were entirely empty. I’d never heard a woman scream as loud as she did. Every inch of her body tensed, shuddered, then released—which set me off, groaning and holding onto her tight.

      After I recovered my senses, Pela buried her face in my shoulder with an immense sigh, trailed her tongue up my neck, and nipped at my earlobe.

      I couldn’t help but chuckle. This mouse of an Apprentice had become a wildcat of a lover, and I’d enjoyed every bit of the transformation. Pela lifted her head to look at me, and for the first time since I’d met her, she laughed.

      After we’d dressed and spent a few more minutes kissing, she walked with me to the door of the infirmary. She was still studying me with those huge eyes—behind her spectacles once more—but without any of her former shyness.

      “Anytime you want to do this again, I’ll be ready for you,” she said, then smiled and gently squeezed my healed forearm. “And you don’t have to keep hurting yourself just to come see me.”

      “That’s good to know,” I said with a grin, then grew serious. “Only because it bothered you before about Shala, I need to know that you’re fine with me—”

      She stopped my next words with a finger to my lips.

      “Just don’t mention the others when we’re together and I’ll be fine.” Then she raised one eyebrow and smiled flirtatiously. “And as long as we keep doing what we did in there.”

      I laughed. “We will if I have anything to say about it.”

      “Then it’s settled,” she giggled, and stood up on her tiptoes to kiss me once more. “See you soon.”

      “See you soon,” I said, and watched, entranced, as she disappeared back inside the infirmary and shut the door.
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      The other Apprentices and Masters still hadn’t returned from the Games, which was just as well. I enjoyed the solitude of moving through the palace grounds, reliving my time spent with Pela without having to pay attention to anything or anyone else.

      Before my day had been interrupted by the surprise of everyone heading out for ‘Raise the Banner,’ I’d already planned to stop by Arjen’s tower for our weekly meeting. It was a lot later in the day now than I would have otherwise visited him, but I hadn’t seen him at the Games with the other Masters. I was sure he would still be in his quarters, perhaps even waiting for me. The old man had to know where we’d all gone.

      Then it struck me that, since he’d stayed, he might have heard something of Pela and me enjoying ourselves in the infirmary, even though it was on the other side of the palace.

      Of course, if he were so inclined, I suppose he could have ‘seen’ all of it, too. He’d known I was in danger back in the forest, after all, and had sent a messenger to tell Ravik and Valasia.

      I just hoped Arjen allowed me a bit of privacy in my personal matters when using that mysterious ‘Sight’ of his.

      I opened the door to his tower and climbed the winding staircase, thinking that today I would ask him about my parents. Arjen had never mentioned knowing anything about them, but if anyone could find out who my parents had been and why they’d died, it was a mystic seer and the Grand Master of the Council of Mages.

      When I reached the top of the stairs, something felt wrong. Perhaps it was the odd silence. Normally the old man paced across his chambers with a shuffling step or sat at his table, muttering under his breath while he wrote or sat in thought.

      But I heard nothing.

      The door to his room opened easily enough, and I took a few slow steps inside.

      “Grand Master Arjen?” I called.

      No reply came.

      Searching the room, I thought maybe he’d left for the palace or to join the Games. But then I found the old man sprawled out on the floor beside the table. He lay on his side, a thick black liquid oozing from his mouth and staining his long white beard.

      Cursing, I leapt toward the open window at the other end of Arjen’s chambers and stuck out my head.

      “HELP!” I shouted as loud as I could. “The Grand Master needs help in his chambers!”

      A palace guard came running and peered up at the tower.

      “GET HELP!” I yelled. “A healer, NOW!”

      The guard nodded and ran as fast as he could in the opposite direction.

      Then I whirled around and ran back to the old man’s side. I had no idea what was happening to him or what to do, but it didn’t seem right to leave him lying there while that black sludge kept oozing out of his mouth. I knelt beside him and propped his head up on my lap, hoping Mistress Weera or even Pela could get here while there was still time to do something.

      The Grand Master didn’t respond at all to me calling his name or patting his cheek. I had learned a few things from the midwife and herbalist in Rivermeet, and I knew how to dress minor wounds, but this was beyond anything I’d ever seen before.

      Suddenly I heard the echo of boots stomping up the stairwell, then Weera shoved open the door and stormed inside. Four Evernal guards followed her, and Pela brought up the rear.

      “What happened?” Weera asked brusquely, though she wasted no time in dropping to her knees on the other side of Arjen.

      “We’d planned to meet here today. I just found him like this on the floor.”

      I glanced up at Pela, whose wide eyes quickly darted away from mine as she put a hand to her brown hair, which was quite obviously still skewed.

      Weera leaned over to sniff at the Grand Master’s beard, and her mouth twitched into a grimace. “Poison, most probably dire bloom. Let me see what I can do.”

      Weera placed one palm on Arjen’s chest and the other on his forehead. The same white light I’d seen from Pela rose from Weera’s hands. The old woman closed her eyes as though trying to hear someone whisper from the other side of the room. Then she pulled back, opened her eyes, and shook her head.

      “Poison alone would have been bad enough, but this one’s been enhanced with spells I can’t decipher. I’ll need a bit more time to test what they are before I work on reversing them. Rylan, I need you to get him onto his bed.”

      As she gently cradled the old man’s head, I scooped my arms under his body and lifted him into the air. He seemed to weigh no more than a sheaf of wheat, and felt fragile as an egg shell.

      As I laid him down softly on his bed, Weera began barking orders at Pela. “Go back to the infirmary and get me the divining wand, an assortment of colored crystals, and dragon weed and goddess bloom tinctures. Go!”

      Pela gave me one last blushing glance, then fled down the stairs and out of the tower.

      Less than twenty seconds after she was gone, the stairwell echoed again with even more footsteps.

      In came Ravik, Merrick, Lammel, and Valasia, followed by two other Masters I didn’t know—an incredibly tall, well-muscled man with dark skin and an older woman with short gray hair and squinty eyes. They all stared at me standing helplessly by Arjen’s bed, then caught sight of Weera at his side.

      “What happened?” Ravik growled.

      “He’s been poisoned,” Weera said, her brows knit in a deep frown.  “It’s enchanted.”

      Merrick sucked in an angry breath, Lammel wrung his hands, and Valasia glanced quickly at Ravik.

      The Fire Master didn’t see any of this, though, because he was glaring at me. “What are you doing here?”

      “I found him and called for help.”

      Ravik’s nostrils flared, then he looked at the four guards who had accompanied Weera.

      “Seize him,” the fire mage ordered as he pointed at me.

      I stared at him in shock.

      The soldiers stepped forward, their hands resting on the pommels of their swords.

      “Are you mad?” Weera shouted.

      “Stop!” Merrick yelled, and stepped in front of the soldiers.

      The soldiers halted, unsure of which Master to obey.

      “Ignore them! Arrest the boy!” Ravik commanded.

      “Don’t touch him!” Merrick snapped at the guards, and they stood there unsure of how to proceed.

      “Master Ravik,” Lammel pleaded, “this isn’t necessary. Apprentice Rylan has been meeting once a week with the Grand Master right here in his chambers. I do not think—”

      “All the more opportunity for him to gain the Grand Master’s trust before betraying it and poisoning him,” Ravik snarled.

      “I was the one who called for help!” I protested.

      “Calling for help doesn’t make you innocent,” Ravik sneered. “It might have just been part of your plan to cast off suspicion.”

      “If Rylan wanted to hurt someone,” Merrick grunted, “he most certainly would not try to cover it up and pass it off as an accident.”

      He said it in my defense, but I didn’t miss the hidden jab in his words.

      Ravik’s finger shot out toward Merrick. “I did not ask for your opinion.”

      “Ravik…” Valasia said softly, her eyes wide. “Please, we can figure this all out later…”

      The Fire Master ignored her as he addressed the entire room.

      “I don’t need to remind any of you that if Grand Master Arjen does not survive this, I am the one who will take his place. I can only pray it doesn’t come to that, but—”

      “Seems you have more to gain from poisoning him than I do, then,” I snapped.

      The other Masters looked shocked at my impertinence, while Ravik turned on me with barely constrained fury.

      “QUIET!” Then he turned back to the guards. “I am the ranking Master here! Arrest him. NOW!”

      Two guards stepped up beside me. One of them pulled his sword from its scabbard while the other grabbed my wrists and jerked them roughly behind my back. I wanted to bring my elbow up into his already-crooked nose, but fighting back now wouldn’t help my situation in the slightest.

      “You’ve lost your bloody mind!” Weera roared as she stood up from the bed.

      Ravik ignored her.

      “You will accompany me to search his quarters,” Ravik told the guards, then glared directly at me. “You’re coming with us. I want to see the look on your face when we find proof of your guilt.”

      “Ravik,” Merrick growled in a low warning.

      “Rylan is not responsible for this!” Weera shouted as the guards pushed me toward the door to the staircase. “If he hadn’t been here, Grand Master Arjen may very well have died before any of us realized—”

      “ENOUGH!” Ravik’s shout echoed through Arjen’s chambers.

      After the brief silence that followed, he snarled at Weera, “Do your job, healer.”

      Then he turned and walked out of the room.

      I glanced back at Arjen’s bed and the old man lying there, trying not to fight the guards shoving me forward.

      Weera looked at me, red-faced and scowling, but she offered a nod of support.

      When I passed Merrick, Valasia, and Lammel, they all eyed me with concern and pity.

      “We’re coming with you. We’ll get this sorted out,” Merrick said as the guards hauled me through the doorway and down the staircase.

      As we exited the tower, dozens of Apprentices were milling around the palace grounds, laughing and reliving their exploits during ‘Raise the Banner.’ The game seemed like a distant memory to me now.

      When the Apprentices saw Ravik storming across the grounds towards the dormitory, most of them stopped. Then their mouths gaped open in shock when they saw me being escorted by four palace guards and followed by three other Masters. Everyone gave us a wide berth.

      I was sure a whole flood of whispers would start up in our wake. Only this time, whatever rumors arose, none of them would be true. I hadn’t done a thing.

      The climb up to the third floor of the dormitory seemed to take forever. Ravik strode down the hall and stopped in front of the door with the blue triangle—it surprised me that he knew exactly which one was my room—and nodded.

      One of the guards pulled on the handle and pushed open the door.

      “Search everywhere,” Ravik ordered. “Bring him in, too. I want him to see his face when you find it.”

      Ravik entered the room and stood in a corner. I was shoved roughly inside by one of the guards. Merrick, Valasia, and Lammel crowded in behind us as well and shut the door.

      I watched helplessly as the guards picked the place apart. I didn’t have many possessions, despite how many weeks I’d spent in the inner city—my clothes, a few books from the library, a copper coin I used when I was alone and wanted to test my casting window. Compared to Joot’s side of the room, mine was pretty much empty.

      That didn’t stop the guards from tossing the pallet from the bedframe, rifling through the empty wardrobe, or tossing the single drawer out of the desk beside my bed.

      Then they turned to Joot’s things. He had a lot more to look through—and a lot more to scatter on the floor.

      “Rylan, are you in there?” a familiar voice called from the hallway. “What’s all that ruckus you’re making?”

      I knew it was Joot, but I couldn’t tell him to go away without making this even worse for myself.

      The half-elf opened up the door and stumbled in with a grin. “Listen to this. We—”

      Then he caught sight of the four Masters in our quarters and the four guards ransacking everything he owned.

      “…what’s going on?” he asked in shock.

      “Stand there and be quiet,” Ravik snapped.

      Joot glanced around at everyone, then noticed the guards’ hands on my arms. When his wide eyes found mine, all I could do was shake my head. It was best to keep my mouth shut for now. After all, they weren’t going to find anything in here, anyway.

      And then the entire world went insane.

      “Master Ravik,” one of the guards said, rising from beside the large chest at the foot of Joot’s bed. He lifted his hand into the air and revealed a vial of thick black liquid.

      I couldn’t believe it—it looked exactly like the foul substance spilling from Arjen’s mouth.

      But I also couldn’t believe that Joot had anything to do with this, either.

      Ravik turned on Joot with vengeful malice. “It seems Rylan had an accomplice.”

      The half-elf quailed under Ravik’s gaze, but he still managed to protest, “That’s not mine!”

      “I suppose you have no idea what it is, either,” Ravik sneered.

      “Well, it looks like a reduction of dire bloom essence—wait, you said an accomplice—an accomplice to what?”

      “How did you know it was dire bloom?”

      “I’m a potions Apprentice, we learned about it in Poisons class—Mistress Valasia, what’s going on?”

      “Seize the halfling,” Ravik ordered the guards, “and take him and the other one to the dungeon.”

      “What?!” Joot cried out in terror. “What did I do?! Rylan, what’s going on?!”

      “Ravik—” Merrick started.

      “NOW!” the fire mage roared. “And if either of them dare use their powers on you—kill them!”
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      The guards escorted me and Joot down a dark passageway beneath the palace. Then they threw us into separate cells where we waited for what felt like hours.

      Every time I tried to call out to Joot and tell him what had happened, one of the guards  slammed a mace against the bars of my cell door. It was a useless tactic on me, but eventually I heard Joot whimpering and realized that agitating the guards was only making it worse on him, so I shut my mouth and stayed quiet.

      Finally we were taken out of the cells, had our hands and feet bound in shackles, and led up through another maze of dark passageways into the palace itself. The guards marched us through two huge, ornately carved wooden doors and into the throne room.

      That it was the throne room was just a guess on my part, though I’d heard enough tales of throne rooms from merchants and men in their cups to make an informed assumption.

      Dozens of lit torches lined the walls around us, illuminating a center dais on which stood a massive throne. In it sat King Havas, pale-skinned and fair-haired with a golden beard. To his right stood a man a few years older than me who looked like a younger version of the king without the facial hair. To Havas’s left stood two blonde-haired beauties, one of them in a simple yet obviously expensive gown. The other was Elara in her Apprentice clothing.

      I offered her a brief flicker of a smile, but she merely raised her eyebrows. That was all.

      The guards pushed us toward the center of the room so we stood directly in front of King Havas. Then the guards released us and stepped back.

      I saw all nine Masters gathered to my left on the other side of Joot. Arjen, of course, was absent. Merrick was impassive, Valasia and Weera seemed worried, and Lammel looked positively frantic. Ravik, though, was smiling nastily, as though he’d come to bet on a dog fight and had rigged the match.

      A rather large number of Apprentices were gathered to my right. Many just stared at me and Joot with bewildered expressions, though a few of them looked furious, like they would have gladly spilled our blood. A small handful seemed terrified. Among those last were Jacosta, her face deathly pale, and Shala, who swayed on her feet while tears poured silently down her cheeks.

      Beside me, Joot still trembled as he stared down at the marble floors. I felt for him, I really did, but I knew this would all be cleared up. There was no way anyone could actually prove Joot or I had done a thing to Arjen or that the vial the guard had found belonged to either of us. Because we hadn’t, and it didn’t.

      King Havas eyed us for a few seconds, the corners of his mouth turned down in disdain. He was the only person in the room not standing.

      “I understand one of the accused has abilities that would make for an excellent assassin,” the king said in a loud voice. “Is this public hearing truly a good idea?”

      “I have erected a shield around you, the prince, and the princesses, your majesty,” one of the Masters said. “He cannot reach you.”

      “And if Rylan attacks Master Batak and tries to disable the shield, I will gladly kill him myself, your majesty,” Ravik said.

      “Your majesty,” Merrick spoke up, “let us remember that Rylan has not been proven guilty. And that Grand Master Arjen himself vouched for the young man.”

      “And look where that got him,” Ravik sneered.

      Merrick was about to reply when Havas cleared his throat. The beast mage closed his mouth and fell silent.

      “The news concerning Grand Master Arjen’s current state is tragic, terrifying, and infuriating,” the king said, staring at Joot and me before sweeping his gaze across the throne room and its audience. “I mean to get to the bottom of it.”

      I wanted to say that Ravik was at the bottom of everything, but I held my tongue. That would make itself apparent eventually. I just hoped it was sooner rather than later.

      “Joot Ovrel of Caeloden,” Havas said. With a choked whimper, the half-elf looked up at the king. “Where were you this afternoon?”

      Joot swallowed heavily. “Beyond the walls, your majesty. At the Games.”

      “Who saw you playing?”

      The half-elf’s eyes flicked toward the people standing on our right. “Lots of other Apprentices, your majesty.”

      “And just before Grand Master Arjen was poisoned? Who saw you then?”

      “Um… no one, unfortunately. I… I fell into an earth mage’s… a big… a hole in the ground. Then everyone else left the area, and I had to climb out on my own.” The half-elf’s lips trembled. “I, uh… I snuck off after that to smoke a little Demonweed, just until the Games were over. Really, your majesty, I don’t have any skill when it comes to battle, even in the Games. I’m slow, and I trip on everything, and I… I’m just a potion mage.”

      The king’s eyes narrowed. “That doesn’t exactly help your case, Apprentice.”

      I winced. Joot just didn’t know when to stop talking. Of course these people would be quick to suspect a potion mage of poisoning Arjen, but none of them knew Joot well at all.

      At least, I thought I knew him well enough to be certain he was innocent.

      Havas turned his gaze toward me next. “What about you, Rylan of… Rivermeet, is it?”

      “Yes, your majesty.”

      I spoke the title that Joot had used, but maybe my tone wasn’t deferential enough for Havas. Maybe he didn’t like that I wasn’t trembling like Joot. Either way, the king glared at me when I answered.

      Well, I didn’t like being wrongly accused, and I wasn’t about to quake in my boots when I’d done nothing but most likely save Arjen’s life, just like Weera had said. So I stood my ground and stared Havas straight in the eye.

      “Where were you just before you raised the alarm from Grand Master Arjen’s tower?” the king asked.

      “I was walking towards his tower.”

      “Don’t toy with me, boy,” the king snarled. “Master Ravik says that you were ejected from the Games and sent to the infirmary more than an hour before you found Arjen. A visit to the infirmary would have lasted half an hour at most. You did go to the infirmary, yes?”

      “Yes.”

      “So where were you the rest of the time, Apprentice?”

      Damn it.

      I was with Pela before finding Arjen in his chambers. I could have said so… but I wouldn’t.

      I’d told plenty of women the same thing time after time: I never kiss and tell. It eased their doubts and made them smile, and more often than not, they seemed to think it a part of my charm.

      I didn’t think anyone realized how much I meant it, and how unwilling I was to break my word, not even to save my own skin.

      “I cannot say, your majesty.”

      There was a murmur of surprise throughout the throne room.

      “Cannot say?!” the king repeated in both shock and indignation, and then his mood turned to anger. “Why can you not say, exactly?”

      “It is a matter of discretion involving a lady.”

      There was a titter amongst the Apprentices, especially the girls.

      The king glared at them, and the entire room fell silent. Then he turned back to me. “I command you by the crown of Evernal to tell me where you were before you found Grand Master Arjen.”

      “I will not, your majesty.”

      More shocked murmurings filled the air. I guess it wasn’t customary to disobey a king.

      Havas looked like he was about to order the royal executioner to lop off my head right then and there when a small, timid voice spoke up.

      “He was with me, your majesty.”

      Every single person in the room turned toward the voice, and Pela stepped forward from the gathered rows of Apprentices. I hadn’t even noticed her there. She stared down at the marble floor and her face burned crimson red.

      My heart leapt in my chest.

      “Who are you?” the king asked.

      “My Apprentice, your majesty,” Mistress Weera spoke up.

      The king looked at Weera, then back at Pela. “So, a healer… you were in the infirmary, then, when Rylan came in?”

      “Yes, your majesty.”

      “And you treated him?”

      “Yes, your majesty.”

      “Then I fail to understand the issue,” the king snapped.

      Pela swallowed hard as she stared at the ground, then stuttered, “B-begging your majesty’s pardon, b-but… he was with me… intimately.”

      A wave of exclamations and whispers filled the throne room, and the king looked taken aback.

      As for me, my heart soared when she said it. The courage it had taken her to reveal what we’d done—just to keep me from being wrongly convicted of poisoning Arjen—was huge, especially for a girl as timid as Pela. Not only was it apparently scandalous to admit to such a thing in the presence of the king (judging by the reactions in the room), but from what Merrick and Shala had said during our trip to Rivermeet, her admission might have severe repercussions on her career as an Apprentice.

      A burst of gratitude and respect for her flooded through me. It might have been the closest I’d ever come to loving someone. Even if it wasn’t quite that, I now owed Pela an immense debt. Whatever happened, I swore to myself that I’d repay it in whatever way I could.

      Havas raised an eyebrow as he studied Pela. “And he was with you up until the time that Master Arjen was discovered?”

      “Yes, your majesty.”

      “The entire time?”

      “Up until just a few minutes before I heard the cries about Master Arjen.”

      Havas raised his eyebrows. “Well, that would certainly seem to suggest that—”

      “If I may, your majesty,” Ravik interrupted.

      The entire time that Pela had spoken, Ravik had looked like a man watching certain victory slip from his grasp. Now he seemed desperate to snatch it back.

      The king looked annoyed as he turned to face the fire mage. “What is it, Master Ravik?”

      Ravik turned to Pela and snarled, “Can you say with absolute certainty that Rylan came directly from the Games outside the city walls to you, Apprentice?”

      Pela froze… then shook her head slowly. “N-no, Master Ravik.”

      Damn it.

      Ravik looked like he had secured victory once more. He turned and bowed to the king. “That is all, your majesty.”

      Havas sat back on his throne. “I see… then no one can provide any proof that Apprentice Rylan did not enter Grand Master Arjen’s tower before the time he spent with the young woman.”

      The way he spelled this all out so slowly—like the throne room was filled with illiterate children instead of learned mages, both Masters and Apprentices—made me grit my teeth in aggravation.

      “With all due respect, your majesty,” Pela said, dipping into an awkward curtsy while still staring at the floor, “he came to the infirmary with a severely broken arm. The pain would have been too much for him to consider anything else.”

      “He walked half a mile to get to the infirmary, Apprentice,” Ravik snarled. “Are you saying it would have been beyond him to pour a vial of poison in Grand Master Arjen’s cup?”

      I winced. I appreciated Pela standing up for me yet again, but she might have just made matters worse.

      “I… I don’t know…”

      Flustered, Pela curtsied awkwardly and stepped back into the crowd of Apprentices without another word.

      “Any man can act as though he’s in pain,” the king said as he turned towards me. “Especially if it’s to pull a veil over his own misdeeds. Who’s to say that his arm was really broken in the first place?”

      Pela started to step forward again—

      “BADLY broken,” the king snapped at her, and she cowered back amongst the Apprentices. Then he turned to Ravik. “Didn’t you say he just fell a few feet out of a tree, Master Ravik?’

      “Yes, your majesty,” Ravik said unctuously.

      “A-actually, your majesty, it was far worse a fall than that,” another hesitant voice spoke up.

      Havas looked over in surprise—as did I.

      Shala stepped forward from the ranks of the Apprentices. Her entire body trembled as tears spilled down her cheeks.

      “And who are you?” Havas asked in surprise.

      “Apprentice Shala of the Outer Isles, your majesty,” Merrick spoke up. “She was with me when I retrieved Rylan from Rivermeet.”

      “What do you mean, it was a far worse fall?” the king asked Shala.

      “Rylan fell from a height of at least seventy feet, your majesty,” she said. “Perhaps more.”

      “What?!” the king exclaimed, then laughed. “Surely that’s impossible. There are few trees in the forest that tall, and the branches at the top would never have supported his weight.”

      “He fell from above the treetops.”

      “How in the world did he do that?”

      “Because…” Shala took a deep breath. “…because he went through a portal I cast.”

      “Why would you cast a portal that ended above the treetops? And why would you send him there?” The king looked over at Pela, then smiled and attempted a witticism. “Were you perhaps jealous of the young lady here?”

      More subdued laughter from the crowd.

      Shala’s lower lips trembled… and then she said, “No. I was jealous of another woman, your majesty, and in a fit of rage, I tried to hurt her. Rylan saved her and nearly died because of it.”

      I stared at Shala. I was dumbfounded.

      Her attempt back in the forest to hurt Jacosta was unforgivable…

      And yet, this was an act of bravery even greater than Pela’s.

      She had just signed her expulsion order from Evernal with that confession.

      All to save me.

      On the other side of the room, I saw Merrick close his eyes in pain. When he opened them again, he was staring at me, and I remembered quite clearly what he’d said to me that second day of our travels to the city, after Shala and I had spent time together on the forest floor. ‘You’re playing with fire, boy.’

      He had been right, and I had been a fool not to listen to him.

      The king stared at Shala in amazement. “Why were you jealous of her, Apprentice?”

      “Because… because she had been… with Rylan. Your majesty,” Shala finished in a whisper.

      The king stared in utter bafflement. “Have you… with him?”

      Shala closed her eyes. “Yes, your majesty.”

      More noises from the crowd.

      The king looked over at me. “Will you confirm this, Apprentice?”

      I was still reeling from Shala’s confession, but I supposed that since she had confessed it herself, my promise of ‘no kissing and telling’ did not apply, at least in this situation.

      I nodded somberly. “Yes, your majesty.”

      The king smiled grimly and said with more than a little mockery in his voice, “But I suppose you won’t expose this third woman, will you.”

      I glanced over at Shala to warn her not to say anything. “No, I will not—”

      “So I will step forward myself, your majesty,” Jacosta said as she emerged from the other Apprentices.

      King Havas stared at her now, too, as did everyone else in the room.

      Jacosta looked at me and gave me a small smile. Then she looked over at Shala and gave her a tiny nod, a sign of respect.

      Shala smiled at her gratefully, and more tears rolled down her cheeks.

      I stood there, stunned, and gave silent thanks that all three women I had been involved with were so courageous—and so willing to do anything to save me.

      It took a few seconds for the king to recognize what had just happened. After he’d finished blinking away his surprise, he scoffed and shook his head in disbelief.

      Ravik snorted angrily. When I glanced over to look at him, though, my gaze was instead arrested by Mistress Valasia, who was staring at me. Her green eyes flashed with something like amusement, though maybe I was imagining it. But she definitely raised an eyebrow and pursed her lips.

      The prince suddenly spoke up for the first time, and his voice sounded almost admiring. “You sly dog…”

      “Pelos,” King Havas scowled at his son.

      The prince looked down at his father, then quickly wiped the smirk off his face and stood up straight beside the throne.

      I didn’t spend long looking at the prince, though. Instead I glanced at his youngest sister.

      Elara stared at me, her arms folded across her chest. The look on her face couldn’t be mistaken for anything but angry disapproval. Maybe even contempt.

      The king sighed heavily and turned back to me.

      “I’d like to know, Apprentice, how you’ve managed to capture such loyalty and… affection from three different women studying beneath the Masters’ tutelage, when you’ve only been here…” He paused to look toward the Masters. “Not even a month?”

      Whatever wordless answer he received from the Masters seemed to satisfy him, and Havas stared at me again with raised eyebrows as he leaned forward in his chair.

      I was supremely humbled by what Pela, Shala, and Jacosta had risked by coming forward. None of them had been forced to do so. And they did it all on account of me.

      “I consider myself a lucky man, your majesty,” I said, meeting the king’s gaze. “I can’t say I’ve studied all of Evernal’s laws, but I’m fairly certain it’s not a crime to love. Or to be loved by another.”

      Havas’s eyes narrowed again, and he sat back against the throne once more. “No… but those are not the crimes we are speaking of. The crimes in question are treason, the attempted assassination of Grand Master Arjen, and conspiracy with your partner here in the commission of both.”

      Joot whimpered at the king’s words. I looked at him just before his knees buckled, but he somehow managed to right himself and continue trembling there in the middle of the throne room.

      “Father, I know him,” Elara said, stepping in front of her sister to approach the throne. She obviously tried to keep her voice low, but a marble throne room didn’t make for very discreet conversation. “Rylan wouldn’t do something like this. I don’t believe he’s capable of—”

      “You forget your place, Elara.” The growl rose from King Havas’s throat as he turned to glare at his youngest child. “It is quite enough that I’ve allowed you to forgo your duties to the crown so you might play at being a mage. Your opinions are no longer of any concern to me, especially here. Stand aside.”

      Elara froze, staring at her father with wide eyes as if he’d just slapped her in front of the entire room.

      Until that moment, I’d held myself back. I’d always been self-aware enough to know that the way I conducted myself and spoke my mind was rarely received with much fondness. But the heartbroken shock behind Elara’s blue eyes and the cruel words spoken to her by her father brought my rage boiling to the surface.

      “She is not your enemy,” I told the king, raising my voice to just below a shout. “And neither am I, nor Joot.”

      The throne room erupted in gasps and whispers. Lammel shook his head in dismay.

      “Hold your tongue, fool!” Ravik shouted.

      At the same time, I heard Merrick call my name in both rebuke and warning. “Rylan!”

      I looked only at Elara, who turned slowly away from her father to meet my gaze. She swayed a bit on the dais, and I had the feeling that the only thing keeping her on her feet was our eyes locked on each other’s.

      “QUIET!” Havas roared, and the room fell silent.

      Then he turned back to me. “You dare address me so? You are a greater fool than I took you for, boy.”

      “I only dare to speak the truth, your majesty,” I said coldly.

      The king looked like he would have enjoyed executing me himself. “The truth, you say? That is in short supply, especially in regard to what happened today. Guards!”

      Havas gestured to the guards lining the throne room, and they ran up and forced both Joot’s and my arms behind our backs.

      The king smiled at me maliciously. “Until we determine the truth, the both of you will have plenty of time to reflect on your actions from within a locked cell. Perhaps you will learn to curb your tongue, as well.”

      There were a few murmurs amongst the crowd, but no one dared speak out in our defense.

      Joot groaned, and I glared at King Havas of Evernal until the guards hauled us away.
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      They put us both in the same cell this time. I wasn’t quite sure if I preferred that over being separated.

      Joot sat on the wooden bench against the far wall and ceaselessly rocked back and forth as he whimpered. I tried speaking to him, but he would just shake his head and whimper more, so I decided to give him his space.

      I gripped the bars on our door and stared at the empty corridor stretching past all the other empty cells. The guards had left, and there was only the night jailer on the other side of the barred wooden door at the end of the hallway.

      A thousand things rushed through my head. Arjen, and if he was still alive… Ravik’s treachery… Pela’s bravery… the king’s haughty arrogance… Elara’s hurt eyes… Jacosta speaking out…

      But no matter what, my thoughts always returned to Shala.

      No matter how much I turned the matter over in my mind, I felt immensely conflicted about her.

      I wasn’t furious with her anymore, but a tiny bit of anger remained nonetheless.

      She’d done much to atone for her actions by stepping forward and speaking to Havas on my behalf. After all, she’d more or less ensured she would be forced out of Evernal because of it.

      Yet that was what she deserved for trying to hurt Jacosta, wasn’t it?

      On the other hand, Aran Val had done the same to me—and when my back was turned, no less. Yet apparently the Masters were willing to look the other way. Even Arjen!

      So was Shala’s crime unforgivable? Or was I merely angry because she had told me one thing, then betrayed me by attacking Jacosta?

      Aran Val was an ass and a churl. His attack on me had only lowered my already terrible opinion of him.

      But Shala… Shala was my friend and lover. And her betrayal cut deep.

      The only thing I knew for sure was that I still hadn’t completely forgiven her.

      And I wasn’t sure if I ever could.

      Suddenly, something seemed to break Joot out of his frozen terror, and he whispered, “Rylan…”

      I turned to look at him.

      The half-elf’s eyes nearly bulged from his head as he continued to stare at the floor. “Rylan, I didn’t do it. You have to believe me. I would never hurt someone like that… especially not the Grand Master… I—”

      “I know.”

      I walked over and placed a hand on his shoulder. He jumped at the contact and slowly looked up at me.

      “I know, Joot. You wouldn’t harm a soul.” I sat beside him on the bench and folded my arms. “No, I think Ravik’s behind this.”

      “What?”

      “He’s always hated me. Didn’t even want me to come to Evernal in the first place. And he was too quick to ignore everyone else just to put me away down here.”

      “Why would—”

      Whatever Joot meant to ask, he didn’t get the chance. A tiny circle of sparking yellow light erupted in front of us, yawned open with incredible speed, then closed again with a sizzling crack. In its place was Shala. She’d stopped crying, but her eyes were wide with terror.

      I stood up in alarm. “What are you—”

      “Shhhh!” she whispered, then turned around fearfully to make sure there were no guards in the hallway.

      “You can’t be here!” I whispered angrily. “They’ll accuse you of trying to break us out!”

      “Which is exactly what I’ve come to do,” she said.

      I stared at her in disbelief. “What?!”

      Joot pointed a shaking finger at her. “H-how did you manage to get past Master Lammel’s defenses?!”

      “They aren’t working,” Shala told him, then turned to me. “Something’s terribly wrong.”

      “Then I’d get to work on figuring out how to fix it, if I were you,” I said coldly.

      “Rylan, it’s an invasion.”

      That got my attention.

      “What?!”

      “The Dark Alliance brought an army, a thousand strong. I—it could be more. I didn’t see. They ported right into the palace grounds. They’re here for King Havas.”

      My immediate reaction was to be glad and hope they picked the man apart. But that was petty. The king was Elara’s father, unfortunately, and if Havas fell to the Dark Alliance, so did the entire kingdom.

      “What do you want?” I asked.

      “We need your help—the Apprentices, I mean. Everyone else is guarding the king.”

      I stood there staring at her with narrowed eyes.

      Did I trust her?

      The idea of trusting anyone now, after what had happened to Arjen, felt like a rash and foolish thing to do. The real traitor was still out there, and it could have been anyone.

      Even Shala.

      When I didn’t say anything, she stared at me with as much sorrow and regret as I’d ever seen in another person’s eyes.

      “If you can’t forgive me, Rylan, I understand. It doesn’t change how sorry I am. But the Council needs you right now. The kingdom needs you.” Her lips trembled, and her eyes brimmed with tears again. She looked down at the floor and gave a quick, shaky breath. “Elara and Jacosta and Pela need you.”

      Shala’s whole body trembled, but she fought back her tears.

      I had to decide if I could trust her again.

      As a friend, I wasn’t sure.

      But as a fellow mage who was terrified of the army storming through the inner city, of Evernal facing destruction, of the cold iron rule of the Dark Alliance—

      Yes, I realized.

      I trusted her.

      I stepped forward and wrapped her in my arms. “All right.”

      She sagged against me with a sob and clutched at my tunic. “I’m so sorry I hurt you.”

      I pulled her back by the shoulders to look down at her tearstained face.

      “Just get us out of here.” Then I turned and nodded for Joot to join us. “Come on.”

      He stood up nervously. “Is this a good idea?”

      “Would you rather wait here for the Overlord’s soldiers to find you, helpless and behind bars?”

      “…good point,” he agreed, and scurried up off the bench.

      Shala extended her arm, and the yellow patterns around her outstretched fingers burst to life.

      Another portal sparked in the air before us, rapidly expanding from floor to ceiling of the jail cell.

      We all stepped through it together.
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      Despite my decision to trust her, I couldn’t silence the part of me that still expected Shala to betray us. I half expected that Joot and I would find ourselves in the middle of a goblin horde with no chance of escape.

      Instead, we stepped out of her portal and onto the roof of the dormitory. I wasn’t sure if she came here because she associated it with me, but at least it gave us an unobstructed view of the grounds.

      The palace stood far across the courtyard, and its windows lit up in the dark with the flicker of flames and the bright bursts of cast spells. Blue, yellow, orange, red, pink—the flares of light and energy appeared everywhere, though most of them were concentrated in the upper levels of the palace.

      Along with the spells came the echo of clashing steel, shouts of warning and command, screams of pain. They echoed quite clearly across the palace grounds.

      “The Masters are in there,” Shala said, pointing at the palace. “Most of them. Mistress Weera and Master Merrick are in Grand Master Arjen’s tower. To protect him, if they have to.”

      I pulled my gaze away from the palace. “What about the Apprentices?”

      “A few are with the Masters in the palace, though only the most senior Apprentices with real battle experience. The rest of us were told to wait here in the dormitory.”

      “You have battle experience,” I said, both confused and grateful that she was here instead.

      “You mean your village?” Shala asked, then let out a wry chuckle. “That was my first time.”

      “W-what’s that?” Joot asked as he pointed at a silvery-yellow shimmer reflecting off the walls surrounding the palace grounds. Because of the side of the building we stood on, the source of the light was hidden from us.

      “I have no idea,” Shala whispered.

      I raced to the adjoining side of the roof and looked down at the courtyard. All I’d wanted was a better angle to see what that shimmer was.

      I got a lot more than that.

      A massive portal sparked, spun, and churned right there on the grounds, spilling bodies out over the grass like maggots bursting from a corpse.

      Goblins. Hundreds of them swarmed from the portal, joined by thick-skinned orcs with jutting tusks. Ogres twice the height of the orcs followed behind them, brandishing iron-studded clubs the size of logs. There might have been a few human-shaped figures among them, too, but it was entirely too dark to make them out for certain.

      The creatures moved stealthily across the courtyard, almost silently, as they headed for the dormitory.

      I realized that these invaders seemed to know exactly where to port onto the grounds so that no one would see them coming. At least, no one who was inside the dormitory. All the windows faced north or south, and the horde was swarming towards the eastern wall. Not only that, but the angle of their attack was completely invisible to anyone in the palace, blocked as it was by the dormitory.

      I frowned. The Dark Alliance couldn’t possibly have known exactly where to port without being seen—

      Unless they’d had help.

      Help from someone who knew the grounds well… who knew where all the Apprentices would be hiding while the battle raged in the palace.

      A traitor. Most likely the one who had poisoned Arjen.

      After all, if the Grand Master had been able to foresee the attack, he could have warned the palace to marshal its defenses. Once Arjen was removed, we could be taken by surprise.

      “We have to warn the others,” Joot whispered, consumed now by a wholly new panic. “We have to let them know!”

      “We will,” I said, “but we have to play it smart. The army down there still thinks they’re sneaking up on us. We need to be ready for them and ruin their plans.”

      What I wanted was to go to the fourth floor, where I knew Elara would be in her room, completely unaware of what was coming.

      But the second floor of Apprentice chambers was closer to the goblins. I needed to be where the most danger was, and to get the other mages out of the second floor first.

      “Shala, I need a portal to the second floor. You and Joot go to the third and alert the Apprentices. Get everyone up to the fourth floor—we’ll make our stand there.”

      Shala waved her hand, and a glowing wheel of light appeared before me.

      Joot looked at me in terror. “W-what are you going to—”

      “Go with her,” I ordered Joot before stepping through the sparking circle.
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      The second floor was completely dark and mostly silent. That was good; the goblins hadn’t reached it yet.

      I figured most of the other Apprentices believed both Ravik and King Havas—that I was the traitor who had poisoned Arjen and tried to prove myself innocent by sleeping with three women who would lie on my behalf.

      The situation didn’t bother me so much as it made me aware of the difficulties in getting anyone to believe me now. But I had to try.

      The green glow swirled around my hands as I stopped time. Fortunately, everyone had left their doors open. Apprentices crowded three and four to a room on the south side of the dormitory, gazing out the windows to watch the battle in the palace. Everyone was dressed and awake, most likely hoping and preparing for the moment when the Masters summoned them to join the battle. No one knew they would be fighting one here instead.

      I ran down the hall, glancing through every open doorway for someone I recognized—someone who might do a better job of convincing the others.

      I found Jacosta and released the grip on my power. As soon as she heard my footsteps, she turned from the window and gaped at me in surprise.

      “Rylan!”

      The short woman beside her, most likely Jacosta’s roommate, turned around to look and squeaked when she saw me.

      Jacosta frowned. “I thought you were—”

      “There are goblins on the first floor,” I interrupted. “They’re headed up here. I need you to tell everyone on this side of the hall and get them ready to head to the fourth floor. Shala and Joot are doing the same upstairs. If we only had a portal mage on this floor—”

      “We do,” Jacosta said. “Tirkus. I can go find him.”

      I was intensely grateful that she believed me without question and was ready and willing to help.

      “Good. Tell him we need a portal to the fourth floor. Keep quiet and avoid the stairwells—the goblins will be coming up them. We don’t want to let them know that we know they’re coming.” Before I left her room, I turned back and added, “And bring your bow.”

      Then I cast another time-stop and ran into the hall. I knew I shouldn’t waste my time trying to find another familiar face, so I just chose a room at random. As soon as I did, I released my powers and cleared my throat.

      Two men and a thin, frail-looking young woman all whirled from the window to look at me. Before they could react I whispered, “Quiet—goblins are on the floor below.”

      The first man with dark-blue trim on his clothes paled, but he nodded and said, “What should we do?”

      Convincing him was easier than I’d thought, thank the gods.

      “Tell other Apprentices on this floor quietly, then go find Tirkus. Avoid the stairwells. We’re all porting to the fourth floor together.”

      The first Apprentice headed towards the door. The woman started to follow him, but the second man put a hand on the woman’s arm to restrain her.

      “You’re going to listen to this traitor?” he sneered. “For all we know, he let the goblins in.”

      I pointed at the ceiling. “You’re welcome to ask Shala. She’s up on the third floor getting everyone together to fight them. Better yet, wait here, and you can ask the goblins themselves when they come for you.”

      The man swallowed, and the woman pulled her arm out from beneath his hand.

      “I’m going,” she said, and joined the first man in running out the doorway.

      I didn’t wait to see what the disgruntled Apprentice would do. I stopped time and ran out the door. There wasn’t much time left before the goblins and orcs and ogres came flooding up the stairwell and spilling into the hall.

      The hall had ten Apprentices in it now. Jacosta and the woman sharing her quarters had told others, and hopefully they in turn would rouse more. They were all frozen by my spell, their faces full of fear and determination and shock.

      When I entered the next room to warn its occupants, I released my hold on time before I’d had the chance to register who it was.

      Aran Val and another male elf turned around and stared at me incredulously.

      Damn it.

      He was the last Apprentice I wanted to see. Judging by the scowl he shot my way, the feeling was mutual.

      His hands lit up with spinning orange patterns and flames leapt from his fingertips.

      “We don’t have time for this!” I hissed. “Goblins are sneaking into the dormitory—we need to get to the fourth floor!”

      Aran Val stared at me in confusion, but he did not attack. “What are you talking about? The battle is in the palace—”

      

      “They opened another portal in the courtyard. Whoever poisoned Arjen must have told them where to find every Apprentice in one place, and if we don’t—”

      Someone screamed in the hallway, cutting me off, but it was timed well enough to prove my point.

      Aran Val and the other elf joined me at the doorway to see what was going on.

      Just twenty feet away at the end of the hall, the first goblins emerged from the stairwell. Their ugly, warty faces were difficult to see in the darkness, but I could tell by the way they hesitated that they were surprised. Apparently they hadn’t expected to find so many Apprentices out of their rooms.

      Suddenly an arrow whizzed past me.

      It hit the lead goblin and exploded with a thunderous blast of light.

      Then a second, and a third.

      It was like a cannon fusillade exploding.

      The hallway lit up like lightning was striking as goblin blood splashed the walls.

      I turned to see Jacosta loosing arrow after arrow. Behind her, most of the other Apprentices had gathered together, preparing to fight back. I could see the circles of light blue and grey and orange around their hands.

      “Open the portal!” I shouted down the hall, then turned to Aran Val. “Can you hold off the goblins a bit longer?”

      “Yes, but—”

      “I’ll come back for you, I swear it! Just hold them off a little longer!”

      I didn’t wait for his answer before stopping time again. Then I grabbed the other elf beside him, heaved him up over my shoulder, and raced toward the other end of the hall.

      I set the elf back on his feet amongst the frozen Apprentices and released my spell.

      The elf stumbled away from me, his arms flailing as he fought to regain his balance.

      “What the—” he gasped when he saw where we were.

      Aran Val didn’t waste any time at the other end of the hall. He leaned forward from the doorway and sent a thick wall of flame from his hands, roasting the few goblins who had survived Jacosta’s blasts.

      But now the second wave of goblins was coming.

      I turned around and shouted, “Where’s Tirkus?!”

      A dark-haired boy stepped forward. “Here!”

      “Open a portal to the fourth floor NOW!”

      “We should fight!” Tirkus said, pointing toward Aran Val. “He’s already—”

      “Not here! OPEN THE PORTAL!”

      The portal mage blinked at me but didn’t argue again. A rotating circle of sparks burst open and the Apprentices raced through it.

      “KILL THEM!” a voice croaked at the other end of the hall, a hundred feet away from Aran Val.

      I spun around to see a dozen goblins emerge from the exit at the far end of the hallway.

      They were all carrying bows, and they let loose a flurry of arrows.

      I used my powers just in time. For a couple of Apprentices, the arrows were inches away from their backs.

      I paused time only long enough to slap the arrows out of the air and to the ground. When I lifted my hold on time again, they went skittering and clattering harmlessly across the floor.

      I looked back to see the last six Apprentices disappear through the sparking circle. Now only Jacosta remained.

      She let loose an arrow that blew up the center archer and bowled all the rest of the goblins onto their backs.

      She had bought us a few seconds’ safety.

      “Rylan, come on!” she shouted, then watched in shock as I raced past her. “Where are you going?!”

      “GO! Just make sure Tirkus keeps the portal open!” I yelled over my shoulder.

      She nodded, then stepped through the portal.

      Once she was safely away, I commanded time to a complete standstill once again.

      I raced towards Aran Val. I knew I didn’t have many seconds left, and cursed myself for not counting. Hopefully I had enough to do this one final thing.

      The goblins were using iron shields to block Aran Val’s attacks so they could advance on his position. I could see their armor glinting amidst the fiery maelstrom frozen around them, their mouths open in screams of pain and rage. I’m sure they were half-charred, but they were very nearly upon him.

      The elf’s face was all grim concentration as plumes of flame emerged from his hands and hovered silently in the air.

      I wanted to take a few goblins down myself, but that would have taken far too much time. So I wrapped my arms around the fire mage from behind and dragged him backward down the hall. He was a lot heavier than I’d expected.

      My casting window was very nearly at an end. I could feel it waning, and fear of becoming powerless urged me forward even faster. I struggled to stretch the window of my power just a little longer. Just a few more seconds…

      The world suddenly burst back to life in front of me—specifically the last flares of Aran Val’s flame attack and the surge of goblins trampling each other.

      Aran Val bucked against my hold, dropped to the floor, and roared in rage and surprise. After all, one second he was about to be overrun by goblins, and an eyeblink later he was being dragged backwards down the hall.

      “Portal!” I hissed, grabbing his tunic at the shoulders and pulling him back to his feet. “Let’s go!”

      The goblins were confused at first. After all, they were trying to kill a fire mage who was slaughtering them—and then suddenly the fire mage disappeared.

      One caught sight of us farther down the hall, though. “Down there!”

      A roar split the air, louder and more fearsome than any goblin’s.

      I glanced over my shoulder to see an orc emerging from the stairwell. He had a spear in his hand, and he aimed for me and Aran Val.

      The elf stumbled through the sparking portal, and I followed an instant after.

      “Close it!” I shouted the split second I was through.

      I pushed Aran Val to the right as hard as I could and dove to the left.

      The spear shot through the portal just as Tirkus collapsed it.

      There was a sound like wood cracking, and half of the spear clattered to the floor. The other half was nowhere to be seen.

      I picked up the orcish spear and looked in amazement at the shaft. The portal had cut it off cleanly and precisely, as if it had been cleft in two by the sharpest ax in the world.

      I tossed the spear aside and looked around. We’d done it. Ninety Apprentices stood in the darkened fourth-floor hallway, all of them staring at me.

      We were safe, if only for a few more minutes.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            32

          

        

      

    

    
      Before I could say anything, Elara stepped forward through the others. Her face was filled with equal parts shock and fear.

      “How did you escape the—”

      “Later,” I said.

      “Rylan, my father—”

      “Will be fine. The Masters will protect him. Now we have to protect each other.”

      As I looked around at the other Apprentices, my gaze fell on Aran Val. The huge, muscular elf cocked his head when he looked at me—not with anger, but something closer to confusion.

      Then I saw Jacosta and Shala glancing worriedly at each other.

      Pela stood behind a few other Apprentices, looking terrified and bashful at the same time.

      Joot was nearly tearing his hair out.

      Everyone seemed to be holding their breaths for some type of order, some form of direction.

      If no one else would step up, it would have to be me.

      “The Dark Alliance will be here any second,” I said. “I have a plan, and I know we can do this, but it’s going to take everyone working together—”

      I couldn’t even finish before a cry of outrage rose from half the Apprentices.

      “Who gave you the authority to tell us what to do?” someone shouted.

      “No one, but we—”

      “He poisoned Grand Master Arjen!” a woman at the back screamed.

      “I did not!” I shouted back. “I’m only trying to—”

      “Traitor!”

      A round of jeering agreement burst from even more Apprentices, and I felt my face grow hot with frustration.

      Could these idiots not see we were about to die?

      “QUIET!”

      Aran Val’s shout was more like a lion’s roar, and it had exactly the effect he’d wanted.

      Everyone turned their full attention to the huge elf—even me. He was the last person I’d expected to come to my defense… if that was his intention.

      Aran Val looked around the group, staring them straight in the eyes as he spoke.

      “Rylan did not have to warn any of us about the goblins—but he did. I fought them just now so many of you could escape. Rylan had no obligation to come back for me, but he gave me his word that he would, and he kept it. I don’t know who poisoned Grand Master Arjen, but it was not this man. If he has a plan, I mean to do exactly as he says. I suggest the rest of you do the same if you want to survive.”

      Then he glanced at me and gave a solemn nod. I returned the gesture.

      His words didn’t make us friends or erase the past—but at least for tonight, we’d earned each other’s respect.

      Then Elara spoke up. “The Dark Alliance came for my father, your king. As a princess of Evernal, I command every person here loyal to the crown to listen to Rylan of Rivermeet and do exactly as he instructs. He is our leader now.”

      The princess turned around again and met my gaze.

      For the first time since we’d met, I bowed my head to her as a princess and not another beautiful woman whose eye I’d tried so hard to catch.

      A few murmurs of assent circulated through the Apprentices, followed by nods and grim resolve. No one else shouted a word against me.

      “This is what needs to happen,” I told them.
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      By the time I’d finished relaying my plan, half the Apprentices had cast spells in preparation while everyone else waited to face down the Dark Alliance horde.

      We didn’t have to wait long.

      The first of the enemy began pounding on the door to the eastern stairwell. Elara and another ice mage had frozen over the stairwell doors with several feet of ice. It wouldn’t hold the enemy back forever, but it bought us some time.

      We’d broken into a dozen smaller groups and gone into all the bedrooms on the fourth floor. A few doors were open, but most of them were closed.

      The key to the entire thing was the enchanting mages. They had cast an illusion of ninety frightened figures huddled all the way at the other end of the corridor, down by the western stairwell.

      The enemy had to believe without question that all the Apprentices were waiting like lambs for the slaughter.

      We would find out soon enough.

      Massive fists and clubs pounded against the eastern door. The ice coating it cracked more and more with each blow, until a huge sheet broke off and shattered on the stone floor.

      Then the door burst open.

      An ogre squeezed its massive body through the doorframe with a roar. Once the ogre was through, goblins spilled out around it and headed right for the illusion.

      The illusory Apprentices screamed and quaked as the ogre and goblins bore down on them. The invading enemy completely ignored the closed doors.

      By the time the goblins slashed their swords at empty air and realized it was all a mirage, it was too late.

      Our four earth mages pulled the western end of the stone building down—all of it. Ceiling, floor, walls, everything. Stone cracked and rained down as the floor gave way beneath the ogre and goblins. They all tumbled forty feet to ground level, where they were buried beneath tons of rubble. Any member of the Dark Alliance in the western stairwell was instantly killed.

      We had ruined the building, true, but if we managed to survive the night, I didn’t think anyone would fault us. I would gladly have taken down the eastern stairwell as well, but I was afraid the building wouldn’t stand and we would all die in the collapse.

      The illusion of the cowering Apprentices was broken, and the goblins who hadn’t died paused to gawk at the gaping ruins.

      That was when we struck.

      “NOW!” I roared.

      Dozens of Apprentices poured out of the rooms on either side of the invaders, hitting them with everything we had.

      Balls of flame and columns of piercing ice came from Aran Val and Elara, quickly joined by those of the other fire and frost mages.

      Jacosta’s crackling yellow arrows exploded every one of her targets, turning goblins into a mess of green blood and shredded armor.

      Water mages, air mages, lightning mages—their powers ripped through the goblins like arrows through a straw target.

      When I turned around to see how much space remained between us and the crumbled edge of the fourth floor, one of the earth mages had already erected an impromptu stone barrier to prevent us from being pushed over the edge.

      And that’s exactly what the goblins were trying to do: push us over the edge.

      Goblin archers launched arrows into the air, and shield mages threw up their barriers to stop them.

      The air began to stir, then blow, then howl. A massive tornado ripped through the goblin ranks—

      And then the earth mages brought down the outer wall of the building, taking half the dormintory’s bedrooms with them.

      A few minutes ago, we had carved off a small portion of the rooms on the western end. Now the earth mages completely obliterated the entire northern side of the building.

      Goblins tumbled four stories, and those who did not fall were flung by the raging winds to their deaths.

      I heard a croaking shout from below. I leaned over the ragged edge of what remained of the building and saw that dozens more goblins were crawling up the ruins of the stone walls towards us.

      “They’re climbing up from the ground!” I shouted.

      Shala and Tirkus threw up sparking circles in the air. I had no idea what they were doing until I saw a frost mage blast a volley of ice spikes into one of the portals, immediately followed by a scream from below.

      The two goblins speared through by the ice lost their hold on the stone wall and fell to the ground.

      I smiled grimly. This was how mages were meant to fight.

      The teleporters moved constantly, slashing a throat here, stabbing someone there, then disappearing again.

      Two orcs used iron shields to barrel through Aran Val’s wall of flame. Sneering, they raised their swords to cleave him stem to stern—

      But Shala opened a portal behind the elf, who stepped through just before the orcs’ blades came slashing down.

      Aran Val reappeared on the other side of the orcs and unleashed his full wrath on their unguarded backs, turning them to charcoal.

      Without warning, a massive CRASH came from below in the courtyard, and the floor vibrated beneath our feet. When it happened again a second later, I leaned over the ruined edge of the floor to see two ogres pounding at the first floor of the dormitory with their clubs.

      They obviously meant to bring the supporting walls down, though how long that would take was impossible to guess.

      “Ogres beneath us!” someone shouted.

      “Shala!” Jacosta yelled. “Open a portal facing the building!”

      Shala threw up another portal, and Jacosta sent first one glowing arrow and then another through the sparking circle—right into the twelve-foot ogres pounding away at the building.

      The resulting explosions turned the ogres into two smoking, charred heaps of burned flesh.

      Yet they kept on coming through the stairwell, a seemingly endless wave.

      We couldn’t destroy more of the building. What the earth mages had done so far had left us all perched precariously on the edge of destruction. If we struck down any more of the retaining walls, the collapse might take us along with it.

      But Shala’s portal gave me an idea. If I could get Jacosta and a few others behind the swarms of goblins who’d already entered the dormitory, we could do some serious damage to their rear flanks. Carve them up from both sides, as it were.

      I looked out into the courtyard through the ruins of the northern side of the building. The portal the Dark Alliance had used to enter Evernal had already closed, so hopefully whoever had ported them here didn’t plan on sending any more backup.

      “Shala! Jacosta!” I shouted. “I need you both!”

      “Hold on!” Shala yelled.

      She threw up another portal; the other end of it appeared in the ceiling. A water mage sent a roiling blast of water through it that crashed down onto the goblins, flooding them over the ruined side of the building and sending them tumbling to their deaths.

      “I need more arrows!” Jacosta shouted as she ran up to me. I could see she only had two left in her quiver.

      “We’ll stop at the armory first,” I said.

      “Rylan!” Joot said behind me.

      I turned to see him with two other wide-eyed potion mages dressed in olive green.

      “We’re useless right now,” the half-elf said, “but if we can grab a few ingredients from the apothecary stores, we can change that.”

      I’d never seen Joot acting this brave before, and I clapped a hand on his shoulder. “Then you can come with us, too.”

      He grinned.

      Aran Val had fallen behind the shield mages, who rotated three at a time to allow the others’ casting windows to recover. Apparently, the huge blond elf needed something of a temporary break to do the same.

      “Val!” I called to him. “We’re going to cut them off from behind. Can you handle this?”

      The tall elf smirked at me. “They’ll all be dead before you kill your first goblin.”

      “If you can pull that off, I’ll sing your praises forever.” I grinned, then turned to Shala. “Take us outside the potions building first. We’ll get Joot what he needs and take it from there.”

      Shala opened a new portal, and all six of us—me, Shala, Jacosta, Joot, and the two potion mages—stepped through.
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      We ported into the courtyard just outside the potions building, where I’d sat in on my first lesson with Valasia about the Overlord.

      “Go,” I said to Joot, and he and the other potion mages ran inside the building.

      It was quieter out here, but now we could hear two battles: one in the palace, and the other in the dormitory. The cries, echoing blasts, and shrieks rang out from both, accompanied by the many-colored flashes of all the mages—Apprentices and Masters alike—giving everything they had to keep the Dark Alliance at bay. We had to hurry.

      “Port to the armory,” I told Shala and Jacosta. “Get as many arrows as you can, then port back here and wait for me.”

      Shala looked hesitantly at Jacosta.

      “Shala,” I said slowly, “do this for me.”

      She swallowed and nodded. “Of course.”

      “Where are you going?” Jacosta asked me.

      “Just to take a look at the first floor.”

      “You’re going back there without us?!”

      “Just to scout things out. Don’t worry, I won’t do anything stupid. I’ll meet you back here, and then we’ll crush them from behind. Do either of you have a knife?”

      Jacosta pulled one from her belt and handed it to me, hilt first.

      “Good—now I can cut a throat or two if I have to.” Both women just stared at me, and even my attempt to smile felt grim. “I’ll be fine. Go get what you need. I’ll see you back here soon enough.”

      “Be careful,” both Shala and Jacosta said at the same time, then glanced at each other.

      “You know me,” I said.

      They both raised their eyebrows at that. Shala shook her head, then ported them to the armory without another word.

      I made my way across the courtyard, darting into as many shadows as I could to get back to the dormitory. There was no one else out here, but simply running across the grounds without at least attempting stealth felt a lot like tempting fate.

      I listened to the sounds of battle as I approached the dormitory. The entire northern side of the building was in ruins, and revealed the remains of the bedrooms within like a beehive cut in half. The main doorway leading into the first floor was a gaping maw.

      That was why I could hear the voices within so clearly. One seethed with anger, and the other whimpered in response.

      “You said he’d be there!”

      “He was, I swear it!”

      I thought I recognized the second voice, but the abject whining made it unfamiliar.

      I pressed up against the rubble in the darkness. Whoever these men were, they were definitely on the other side of the first floor’s common room.

      “I was just there,” the first man snarled. “We slaughtered the guards, but we didn’t find him.”

      “I don’t know what happened!” the second whined.

      “You said that there was no way for him to escape. Now you’re telling me he just walked out of here on his own?”

      “He… he must have had help…”

      It sounded like they were talking about Arjen, and my stomach twisted with fear and sadness. If these men had really murdered everyone guarding him, I could only hope that Weera and Merrick had taken down as many Dark Alliance fiends with them as they could.

      Fear and sadness were replaced with rage and the burning desire for revenge. Now I had to see the two men—these cutthroats who had tried to kidnap the poisoned Grand Master from his tower.

      I stopped time and crept forward, searching the darkness of the common room until I found two men standing just a few yards from the stairwell.

      Then I froze, too, my entire world upended.

      The first man was dressed all in black, his face a furious scowl and his left eye covered by an eyepatch.

      It was the very same man who had shouted the orders from the goblin ship to capture me alive before I dove overboard and swam back to my village. The man who had come to destroy my home.

      But the other person standing with him made my heart drop into my guts.

      It was Lammel—my mentor. No one in their right mind would have believed him capable of treason unless they saw him here as I did, speaking with the enemy.

      My mind reeled, but my curiosity was too strong. I had to hear the rest of their conversation.

      I backed away and crouched behind some rubble before releasing my hold on time again.

      “The Overlord has no patience for your incompetence, old man,” Eyepatch growled.

      “I-I swear to you,” Lammel stammered, wringing his hands, “I did everything I was told to do. I poisoned the Grand Master myself, and I slipped the vial into the boy’s room. There was no way for me to predict anything else.”

      My whole body went completely numb at the Portal Master’s words. Not only had he tried to assassinate Arjen, he must have lowered the city’s magical defenses so the Dark Alliance could march right up to our front door.

      “You better not have wasted my time,” Eyepatch growled. “If I don’t get what I came for, we’ll have lost over a thousand foot soldiers and dozens of mages for absolutely nothing. And I will be returning your head to the Overlord on a plate.”

      Lammel trembled. “There’s still King Havas—”

      “Bugger this pathetic city’s king,” Eyepatch snarled. “He can rot for all I care.”

      That shocked me. If the Dark Alliance didn’t care about King Havas, had they really gambled so much just to get Arjen?

      I wanted to hear more, but the two men’s conversation was interrupted.

      “Rylan!” someone half-whispered, half-yelled behind me.

      I spun around in my hiding place as Joot raced into the common room, a large leather bag clutched in his arms.

      “Are you in here? We got all the supplies we needed, so I—”

      He skidded to a halt in front of Eyepatch and Lammel, having passed right by me without even noticing.

      “Master Lammel?! What are you doing here?!” Joot exclaimed, then saw the other man. “…you’re not Rylan…”

      “No, I’m not,” Eyepatch replied as he drew a dagger from his belt. “But I’m looking for him, too… and you’ll tell us where he is by the time I’m finished with you.”

      Cursing Joot’s bumbling excitement, I palmed the knife Jacosta had given me, holding it flat against my thigh, and stood up from my hiding place.

      “You don’t need to bother with him,” I said loudly. “I’m right here.”

      Eyepatch turned to face me, and his lips split into a nasty grin. “Ah. In the end, the prize comes to me.”

      I couldn’t believe any of this, and at the same time, I had to believe it. Eyepatch had all but admitted the truth I’d never even considered: the Dark Alliance wasn’t here to kill King Havas or conquer Evernal, and they weren’t even concerned with Arjen.

      They’d infiltrated the city and the palace just to get to me.
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      Eyepatch stepped toward me.

      “Stay where you are,” I warned.

      The man stopped, holding my gaze, but did not stop smiling.

      “What are you doing?” Lammel shrieked at the man in black. “You can’t play games with him! He can stop time—reverse it, even!”

      “I am well aware of what he can do, Lammel,” Eyepatch said, never looking away from me. “Your dispatches were quite thorough.”

      Lammel’s gaze flicked over towards me.

      “You bastard,” I growled.

      “Oh, don’t be too hard on him, boy,” Eyepatch said with a little chuckle. “He’s a coward and a greedy little fool. You can’t fault a coward and a fool for following his nature.”

      “Now s-see here,” Lammel stuttered, “I don’t—”

      “Silence!” Eyepatch’s voice boomed through the common room, and Lammel stepped backward, nearly folding into himself in terror.

      Then Eyepatch looked back at me.

      “My name is Kovis Von,” he said. “First General of the Dark Riders. I know you saw me on the goblin ship outside your village.”

      “When you attacked my village,” I countered.

      The man sighed. “I argued that it would have been best for me to come to you alone, but they wouldn’t listen. So now, after all this, I’m still here… and we’re relatively alone. I’ve come a great distance to find you, Rylan. The Overlord has extended his hand toward you. Return with me, and you will be the final link in the chain that unites every kingdom of Voth. And you will find yourself in possession of more power and wealth than you could ever imagine.”

      I glared at the man, hating every ounce of him. “What if I say no?”

      Kovis smiled smugly. “I don’t recall saying you had a choice.”

      I pressed the dagger tighter against my thigh, ready to use it at any second.

      “That sounds like a threat,” I said.

      “Then let me give you a gift instead. What if I told you I can answer every single question you’ve ever had about your parents?”

      …what?

      I blinked, feeling the rage and the fear and the shame billow like a storm within me.

      “I knew them,” Kovis said as he walked towards me slowly, past Joot trembling in the shadows. “I know they sent you from the forest that night, leaving you to wander aimlessly on the beach. I can tell you who they were, boy. Who they fought that night. Who killed them. And if it’s revenge you want, I can help you with that, too.”

      That was the one thing he’d said that I had any interest in at all.

      And admittedly, I had a lot of interest. These were things I’d wanted to know all my life—needed to know—and now they were being offered by a messenger of the Overlord himself.

      “Tell me,” I growled. “Tell me who they were!”

      “Once you come with me,” he said, “I will tell you everything.”

      It was a terrible decision to make.

      I never had to make it, though.

      A small explosion nearly deafened me, and Kovis launched forward and slammed face-first into the ground.

      Behind him stood Joot, who looked completely stunned. I noticed his leather satchel was open, and there was a glass vial in one of his hands.

      The attack had been Joot’s handiwork! He’d apparently thrown some sort of explosive concoction at Kovis!

      My kindhearted friend stood there with a stricken look on his face as he stared at the unmoving body on the ground.

      Then Kovis twitched.

      How he had survived that explosion, I had no idea, but now wasn’t the time to find out.

      “Joot, run!” I shouted.

      Without wasting a second, Joot headed back outside.

      “I don’t think so,” Lammel sneered as yellow circles started to glow around his hands.

      Suddenly Kovis turned over on the floor.

      “Ignore the half-breed!” he yelled, then pointed at me. “Take this one to the Overlord!”

      The portal Lammel cast caught me by surprise, mostly because it appeared over my head and moved down over me. My feet were still firmly planted on the floor of the dormitory, but in seconds, my head and chest were somewhere else entirely.

      It was the worst place I’d ever seen—a royal court made of black, glistening stone and lit by dozens of flaming braziers. Thousands of armored soldiers stood at attention in the great hall—orcs, goblins, dark elves, wolf-like lycans, and more.

      As soon as they saw my upper body appear, they roared in triumph.

      Part of me wondered why they had not joined the other soldiers inside Evernal.

      Then my gaze fell upon what looked like the polar opposite of King Havas’s throne. A hundred feet away stood a wall of stone with steps carved into its surface. At the very top was a chair, a nightmarish sculpture of iron spikes and bones.

      And upon it sat the Overlord.

      I knew what a saurid looked like from the books in Evernal’s library, but nothing in them had prepared me for the hulking shape atop the throne. He was human in proportion, but twice the size of a normal man, and covered with scaly green skin. Two glowing red eyes stared at me from beneath hairless brows. He wore black pants, black boots, and a leather vest covered with golden patterns. His muscular arms were big as an orc’s, and his hands were bigger than my head.

      More by reflex than thought, I stopped time.

      The Overlord saw the glow around my wrists and started to stand, but my spell arrested him halfway.

      The sparking wheel of the portal stopped midair at my knees.

      Even when the entire hall of nightmarish soldiers had stopped shouting and everything became silent, I could have sworn I heard a voice right behind me, whispering from just a few feet away.

      stop

      wait

      I must speak with you

      The voice sounded so reasonable, so right, that I very nearly gave in.

      Madness, I know. But I wanted to obey the voice… partly because it sounded like my own. Exactly like my own.

      But my fear overwhelmed me. Fear of that monster atop his throne, and of the thousands of nightmarish faces leering at me from within their armored helmets.

      I ignored the voice and dropped to the ground, then rolled away beneath the portal and across the dormitory floor back in Evernal. I barely had room to clear the glowing edges.

      As I stood, I realized that if I released time now, Lammel would just cast another portal to take me back to the Overlord. So I raced over to the traitor and slammed my fist into the side of his face.

      I didn’t care how old he was, or how unsporting the blow. He deserved much worse, as far as I was concerned.

      His head and upper crumpled slightly to the side, though he stayed standing. It was like striking a wooden spoon stuck in a bowl of thick batter.

      As soon as I released time, Lammel collapsed to the floor, unconscious.

      His portal collapsed and fizzled away into nothing.

      That’s when I turned around to face Kovis.

      The man with the eyepatch grinned. “So you can punch an old man, eh? You’ll find I’m not so easily beaten, boy.”

      I charged. Jacosta’s knife was still in my hand, and I swung it at the man’s head.

      Kovis blocked with a raised forearm, batting my fist aside.

      I’d seen him draw a dagger when he was threatening Joot, but if Kovis still had it after the explosion, he didn’t counter with it. He had a sword strapped to his waist, too, but he didn’t go for it, either.

      I attacked again and again. Every time, the man in black deflected me and stepped aside.

      I started to think he wasn’t attacking because the Overlord wanted me so badly—so I was surprised when Kovis’s fist slammed into my stomach like a battle ram.

      Grunting, I stumbled back a few steps and considered that I might have met my match. He had been toying with me, nothing more.

      If that were the case, I wouldn’t get anywhere fighting him like this.

      I hated to fight unfairly, but I didn’t think I had a choice.

      Kovis and his minions had come all this way just to get me. They had even staged an attack against the king, just to cover their true intent.

      If I fell hostage to Kovis and the Overlord, gods only knew what would happen. To me, to my friends, to Evernal.

      The danger of letting this go any further were just too great… so I used my power and stopped time.

      Kovis froze to the spot, his one good eye fixed on me.

      I thrust Jacosta’s knife right under the man’s ribcage, aiming upwards for his heart—

      But the blade jolted to a stop like I had stabbed stone.

      I looked down in shock. The knife had pierced his tunic, yes—but it refused to go any further.

      He must have armor on underneath it, I thought, and pulled the knife out to slit his throat instead.

      But when I placed the blade under his beard and drew it across his neck, it was like running it across steel. I did not feel the knife bite into his skin, not even a hair’s breadth.

      I stared in disbelief—then slammed the knife into the man’s ear, trying to plunge it deep into his head.

      The point of the knife actually snapped off and clattered across the floor.

      On the verge of desperation, I brought the knife up and stuck the ruined tip into Kovis’s good eye.

      Nothing happened. It was like trying to stab a marble statue.

      It made me wonder how he’d lost the one under his eyepatch.

      And just like that, time roared back to normal.

      I hadn’t been counting, so it was a surprise.

      Not as big a surprise as using my entire casting window to fail at stabbing someone, though.

      Kovis reeled away from me. His hand went to his good eye, and then he blinked several times as though trying to clear it of dust. Finally he grinned at me.

      “It would seem you’ve discovered my gift. Indestructibility is particularly useful for a mage, don’t you agree? Though vastly more valuable in a general, I should say.” Kovis chuckled. “Now that we’ve had our fun, though—come with me, boy. Glory and power await you in the service of the Overlord. You will rule the world by his side, and nothing you want shall be denied you.”

      He extended his hand one more time. I would have slashed at it with the knife if I didn’t already know how useless it would be.

      I glared at him. “Never.”

      Kovis grimaced. “If you won’t come with me… then you die.”

      He drew the sword from the scabbard at his side, and lifted it into the air—

      A yellow streak of light shot past me and struck Kovis in the chest, and the explosion blasted him halfway across the room.

      I whirled around to see Joot standing in the doorway next to Shala. Beside her stood Jacosta, her bow still raised in the air.

      They started towards me, a look of relief on their faces.

      “NO!” I screamed at them. “Keep back, he’s—”

      I saw the shock on their faces as they focused on something behind me.

      I spun around to see Kovis barreling toward me, the front of his black tunic shredded to ribbons.

      “Shala, get him out of there!” Joot screamed.

      A sparking yellow portal materialized behind me, but it was too late.

      Kovis let out a ferocious roar and tackled me through the portal.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            36

          

        

      

    

    
      I landed on my back on the roof of the dormitory with Kovis’s weight crashing down on me. I shoved him off and rolled to one side.

      By the time we both got to our feet, Shala had ported to the roof with Joot and Jacosta.

      Jacosta already had another arrow nocked and drawn, but now the First General was ready.

      When she let the arrow fly, Kovis lifted a hand in front of his face. The explosion obliterated his black glove, but left nothing more than a burning plume of flame around his hand. He didn’t even seem to feel it.

      Jacosta drew another arrow from her quiver, but before she could nock it, Kovis ran up and punched her viciously in the side of her face.

      Jacosta dropped to the roof, unconscious.

      Beside her, Joot dropped to his knees, covered his head with his hands, and began to whimper uncontrollably.

      “Damn you!” I shouted, running toward Kovis and tackling him at the waist. It was more like throwing myself against a tree. I managed to move him back a few feet across the roof but that was it. Then he slammed me down onto my back.

      Behind him, Shala opened another portal.

      Kovis whirled around and clamped his fingers on her throat.

      She clutched his wrist with both hands and cried out in a choked voice as he dragged her to the edge of the roof and held her there over the drop. Her portal, though, remained open.

      I picked myself up and stared at Shala. I’d never felt this helpless in my life—not since I was five years old and left my parents to die.

      Not enough time had passed for my power to recover, and there was literally nothing I could do.

      “You choose, boy,” Kovis called over the sound of Apprentices fighting his hordes below us on the fourth floor. “Come with me… or she dies.”

      “Go through… the portal…” Shala wheezed over the fingers crushing the life out of her. “Can’t… keep it open…”

      The fact that she’d be willing to die rather than see me delivered to the Overlord—it broke my heart. In that moment, I forgave her completely—but I still had no idea how to save her.

      “Come with me,” Kovis repeated. “Find out who your parents were, Rylan. Find out who you are… and the full power of who you were meant to be.”

      My parents…

      I saw my mother’s face—the tears in her eyes as she tried to be brave and told me to run.

      They were the same tears in Shala’s eyes now.

      My parents had sacrificed everything so I could live, even if that meant living without them.

      I would not let Shala sacrifice herself the same way.

      Enough time had elapsed that I would have a window of at least a few seconds.

      I would have to make them count.

      That morning so many years ago on the beach, I’d sworn to myself that I would never run again. I just had to make Kovis think I would.

      I took a step towards Shala’s portal.

      “How disappointing,” Kovis snarled.

      Then he released his fingers from Shala’s throat.

      She screamed and dropped—

      And I stopped time.

      I ran to the edge of the roof. She hung suspended just a few feet below me, her wide brown eyes bulging in terror.

      I got down on my stomach, hooked my leg and one arm over the edge of the roof, and grabbed her wrist below her outstretched hand.

      Then I released time.

      Her falling weight jerked against my arm, and her scream intensified before she broke into sobs.

      “I’ve got you!” I yelled.

      Shala nodded through her tears. I felt her hand clamp around my wrist as she dangled there, three dozen yards above the courtyard and almost directly exposed to the battle on the fourth-floor balconies.

      I heard Kovis’s feet shifting as he turned. I glanced briefly over my other shoulder to see him grimacing down at me.

      “I told you, boy. Your choices were glory with the Overlord or death. Pity that the girl now shares your fate.”

      Just then, a puff of green powder blasted across the back of his neck and around into his face. He stopped and turned around.

      There was Joot, his arm extended in the air. He’d thrown something, but it was far less impressive than the explosive vial from earlier, which hadn’t even left a scratch on Kovis—so what was the good of this new powder?

      “You half-breed idiot,” Kovis spat as Joot stumbled backward across the roof. “Did you really—”

      Kovis stopped and wheezed.

      “Did you—”

      Then a fit of violent coughing overwhelmed him, and his next breath sounded like sand sifting through a narrow funnel.

      Kovis fell to his knees, clawed at his throat, then toppled over onto his side.

      Joot looked over at me. “Strangleweed. I hope his lungs aren’t as tough as the rest of him.”

      “Poison him!” I shouted.

      “That’s the strongest thing I have!”

      “Then get over here!” I cried out, and the half-elf hurried towards us.

      Joot had bought us some time, but just in case it took more than Strangleweed to bring Kovis down, we had to move quickly.

      “Shala, open a portal just beneath you, as big as you can!” I ordered. “And make it land somewhere soft!”

      Despite dangling over such a threatening fall, she did as I said.

      I could see Merrick’s stables inside the sparking circle, and a giant pile of hay laid out beneath us.

      A few feet away, I heard wheezing breaths and the scrabble of hands on tile.

      I glanced over my shoulder to see Kovis getting to his hands and knees.

      “Shala, I need you to close the portal when I say, so be ready!” Then I looked up at my roommate. “Jump!”

      Joot stared at me. “What?! But—”

      “JUMP! NOW!”

      To his credit, he did.

      Joot hurtled through the air, zipped through the portal, and landed in the pile of hay.

      I let go of Shala before rolling off the roof myself.

      As I fell toward the portal, Kovis scrambled to the edge, looked down in hatred—then dove off the roof after me, roaring in fury.

      I slammed into the pile of hay, but I kept my eyes focused on the sparking circle above me.

      “Shala, now!” I screamed.

      The portal shrank beneath Kovis’s plummeting form and closed with a crack just as his upper body passed through.

      Kovis hit the pile of hay in a spray of blood—or at least half of him did. Shala’s portal had cut him in two, just like the orc’s spear on the dormitory fourth floor.

      Sharpest ax in the world.

      Joot shouted in surprise and disgust and scampered backwards across the stable floor. Shala scrambled away in horror.

      Me? I just slowly picked my aching body up out of the hay.

      The First General of the Dark Riders grunted and glanced down at where his pelvis and legs should have been. Below his waist, there was only a pool of blood leaking out around him on the stone floor.

      “Well played, Apprentice,” he hissed, then looked up at me with a grin. His teeth were coated with his own blood, and a stream of crimson trickled from the corner of his mouth. “But it’s only… a matter of time… he will… come for you… again…”

      Kovis’s head touched the floor, his eyes grew dim, and his entire face went slack.

      He might have been indestructible, but clearly, his power didn’t include regenerating half his body.

      A grim satisfaction filled me, followed immediately by an overwhelming emptiness.

      I never would have taken Kovis’s hand. I never would have accepted the Overlord’s offer. But I’d also just killed the only person who knew for sure who my parents were. Losing that opportunity hurt more than anything that had happened since my adopted father Jerris’s death.

      I felt a hand touch my shoulder, and I turned to see Shala looking at me, her eyes wide and filled with tears. “Rylan, thank you—thank you, thank you—”

      I grabbed her and held her tight against me. I could feel her sob in my arms.

      “It’s alright,” I whispered into her ear. “It’s over.”

      Joot groaned behind me. When I turned to look at him, he stared blankly at Kovis’s corpse. “Is that… are those intestines?”

      I didn’t have to look to know. “Yes.”

      The half-elf gagged, but managed to pull himself together and stand. “So… what do we do now?”

      I kissed the top of Shala’s head, then answered. “First we make sure Jacosta’s alright. Then we go back to the other Apprentices. There’s a battle to be won.”
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      By the time we’d collected Jacosta and ported back to the fourth floor of the dormitory, the battle was virtually over.

      Elara was finishing up encasing a dozen goblins in ice. Apprentices cast final bursts of magic against goblins too stubborn or foolish to surrender. And Aran Val was roasting the few remaining orcs.

      As soon as he saw us, Aran Val stopped and left the final orc to the other fire mages. “Good—I was beginning to think you wouldn’t return.”

      I smiled. “I would think you’d know by now I’m a hard one to kill.”

      “That I do,” he said, and returned my grin.

      “What’s left of the invaders just retreated downstairs,” Elara said. “We could use your help in rounding them up.”

      That was exactly what we did. Once the fourth floor was clear, Shala and Tirkus ported everyone out into the courtyard. Pela went to work quickly, gathering wounded Apprentices together so she could heal them. The rest of us went after what remained of the intruders.

      When we burst into the common room on the first floor, the last twenty goblins shrieked and skidded to a halt. Some of them turned and tried to flee back into the stairwell, but Jacosta’s arrows put a stop to that. The rest of the goblins fell to their knees and begged for mercy. The remaining orcs and ogres had no intention of surrender, and died fighting there in the common room.

      After that, we tied up the goblin prisoners and assigned fire mages to keep watch over them.

      We also found Master Lammel, who was still unconscious. After I told the others what I’d overheard between him and Kovis, the decision was unanimous: we bound him hand and foot and left him on the floor.

      Not two minutes later, Ravik, Valasia, and Merrick ran into the ruins of the dormitory. They looked weary and drained—and also amazed at the damage to the building.

      Elara took a sharp breath as they approached. “My father?”

      “The king is safe and unharmed, as are your brother and sister,” Merrick replied.

      Elara’s entire body relaxed, and she teared up in relief.

      When the Masters saw the twenty goblins bound and cowering on the floor, their eyes widened.

      Ravik looked around and scanned the Apprentices’ faces. “What happened?”

      “It’s a long story,” I said, which probably qualified as the understatement of the night.

      Ravik looked shocked to see me. He seemed about to launch into a tirade of accusations when a long, low moan rose against the far wall.

      I just smiled. “That would be Master Lammel. I think you’re going to want to talk to him.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            38

          

        

      

    

    
      I gave a brief explanation to the Masters, and they believed every word.

      To his credit, Ravik accepted it all, too. Though once the evidence was staring him in the face, it was hard not to.

      I didn’t possess the knowledge of enchantments to prepare the dire bloom poison that Arjen had swallowed. As a Master Mage, Lammel did.

      And not only were Evernal’s magical defenses Lammel’s purview, but I had been in a cell when the Dark Alliance ported inside the city walls. I couldn’t have let them in.

      Before Lammel returned completely to consciousness, the Masters bound him in enchanted chains so he couldn’t use his powers to escape.

      When the old man finally awoke, it was to Merrick’s piercing gaze. “How long ago did he get to you, Lammel?”

      I assumed that ‘he’ was the Overlord.

      Lammel chuckled. “Years ago, Merrick. Years and years ago.”

      The beast mage shook his head in shock and disgust. “So it was you who poisoned the Grand Master?”

      “Yes. Sorry for framing you, my boy,” Lammel said to me, then winced as he worked his jaw back and forth. “But it seems you paid me back.”

      Not hardly, I thought.

      “How did you poison the Grand Master without him knowing?” Merrick asked.

      “A drop of moonglow here and there to dull his abilities. Arjen thought it was his age that made him have to concentrate more, but really it was the potion. Built up in his system, one drop at a time. The Overlord used dark magic to block Arjen from spying too closely on his plans, but it was the moonglow that stopped him from seeing things close at hand. He finally got to the point where it was a strain to see anything. That was when he had you bring Rylan to Evernal, because he could not watch him anymore from a distance. Not without expending all his energy… which he did anyway, on a regular basis. When it was finally time, I waited until he was exhausted, then slipped the dire bloom into his wine. He never even suspected.”

      I thought of Arjen lying on the floor, black ooze spilling from his mouth, and my blood boiled.

      “Why, Lammel?” Merrick asked, his voice soft. “Why would you do such a thing?”

      The old man just chuckled. “Because it needed to be done.”

      “There was no need for your treachery,” Ravik snarled.

      “He commanded it,” Lammel said, uttering the word reverently. “That was enough.”

      “Whether the Overlord commanded it or not, your invasion failed,” Valasia said. “You will die in the dungeons of Evernal without ever seeing the sun again.”

      “We’ll see,” Lammel said with a mysterious smile.

      “He won’t rescue you,” Merrick said.

      Lammel smiled even more broadly. “We’ll see.”

      “He won’t, because he uses up people like you and then casts them aside without a second thought,” Merrick said. “But even if he wanted to, he can’t. After the goblins ported in, I raced into your tower and found the crystals rearranged. I replaced them—not perfectly, perhaps, but enough to ensure the Dark Alliance won’t reenter the city again tonight. Perhaps you forget that Grand Master Arjen had you document your defenses years ago, and that I was the one who confirmed them. I’ll consult his records and make the necessary adjustments. By sunrise, the city’s defenses will be restored in their entirety.”

      So that was why the Overlord hadn’t brought his armies of dark elves and lycans from the great hall into Evernal. Merrick had rebuilt the magical defenses in time to stop him.

      Lammel’s smile froze, then turned into a sneer. “Fools! You’re fighting a war you’ve already lost!”

      “‘Fools’? You’re the one in chains,” Ravik spat.

      “And you’re the one surrounded by enemies without knowing it. They are on all sides, but like blind men, you know not what you cannot see.” Lammel shook his head in disdain. “I could have petitioned for him to show mercy on you… but you interfered with his plans. He will not go easy on you for it.”

      “He couldn’t take the king on his first attempt, and he won’t on a second,” Merrick said. “We’ll be ready for him next time.”

      Lammel burst into laughter. “The king was never his intended target!”

      The beast mage frowned. “Then who was?”

      “Me,” I said.

      Valasia, Ravik, and Merrick all turned and looked at me in shock.

      “Is this true?” Merrick asked the old man.

      “Perhaps,” Lammel said smugly.

      “Why?”

      “You’ll have to ask the Overlord when you see him.” Lammel looked at me and smiled. “You would have been his prize tonight, Rylan… though it seems I taught you a little too well.”

      I wanted to kill the bastard for what he’d done—for poisoning Grand Master Arjen, for framing me, for endangering everyone in Evernal—but I merely clenched my fists and held my tongue.

      “You will answer for your treachery,” Merrick growled. “I promise you that.”

      “And I promise you this, goat-herder: I will see you dead beneath my master’s boot.”

      The old man laughed… and then it turned into a cackle, high-pitched and deranged.

      Merrick nodded at Ravik, who yanked the old man to his feet and ushered him swiftly out of the dormitory.

      When I realized they were taking him to the dungeon, it reminded me of someone else currently beneath the palace.

      “Master Merrick,” I said.

      My using his proper title for the first time apparently shocked the beast mage almost as much as anything Lammel had said.

      Merrick turned to me with wide eyes. “What is it?”

      “There’s something in the stables you need to see.”

      

      Merrick might have been surprised to hear me call him by his proper title, but he didn’t even flinch when he saw the corpse lying in a pool of blood. He just took a deep breath and sighed. “Kovis.”

      I frowned. “You knew him?”

      “Quite well, years ago. He was one of us. A mage here at Evernal.”

      At first that seemed impossible, but then I thought of Lammel.

      “What happened?” I asked.

      “We never knew, other than he was seduced to the Overlord’s cause. Perhaps Kovis was the one who got to Lammel.” Merrick studied the body a bit longer, then looked at me. “His power was invulnerability.”

      “I know.”

      “And yet you killed him.”

      “Actually, Shala did.”

      Merrick raised his eyebrows. “Really.”

      “She closed her portal and cut him in half.”

      “And she planned that all by herself?” Merrick asked.

      “…with a little help from me,” I said with a grin.

      He gave a smile—or at least the closest thing to one I’d seen on his face.

      “Master Merrick, Master Merrick!” a familiar voice cried.

      I turned to see Pela running through the stables, her arms pumping furiously.

      “What is it, child?” Merrick asked.

      Pela looked at me briefly, blushed—and then saw Kovis’s body lying on the floor. Rather than act disgusted or frightened, though, she looked away as though it was nothing out of the ordinary.

      “Mistress Weera sent me. It’s Grand Master Arjen—he’s conscious.”

      “Good. We shall come up to see him quite soon, after we have—”

      “No, Master Merrick, she said you must come now,” Pela said frantically. “He doesn’t have much time.”

      All the color drained from Merrick’s face as Pela spoke her next words:

      “She said he’s dying, and there’s nothing she can do.”
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      Stepping into Arjen’s chambers with Merrick felt like stepping into a tomb. But the man we would be burying was still alive, and none of us knew how much longer he had.

      Mistress Weera knelt at his bedside and pressed a wet cloth to his forehead. The other Masters were gathered round, their heads bowed in respect. Even King Havas was there, standing shoulder to shoulder with the Masters. For the first time I realized how much respect the king must hold for the Council of Mages, and for Grand Master Arjen in particular.

      Merrick knelt by the bed, and the old man turned his head weakly.

      “It was Lammel… wasn’t it?” Arjen asked, his voice barely above a whisper.

      Merrick nodded.

      “I saw things… fleeting glimpses… but I thought they were… far in the future, and only a possibility. I did not realize… they were here and now… and a fact beyond doubt.” Arjen chuckled weakly. “What a fool I am. What kind of seer… cannot foretell his own end… or see the treachery… within his own house?”

      “He confessed to drugging you with moonglow over the years,” Merrick said. “It was not your fault.”

      “Did he… do it alone?”

      “Kovis spearheaded the invasion.”

      “Ah.” The old man’s eyes closed in pain. “At long last… the viper returned home…”

      I wondered if Kovis was whom Arjen had meant when he told me about mages who had wanted to see their daydreams turn into reality.

      “He’s dead,” Merrick said. “Shala killed him with Rylan’s help.”

      Arjen smiled, then turned weakly to look at me. “Well done, my boy… you were wise… not to cast her from you. Forgive her. Everything that happened… had to happen…”

      My stomach turned to ice.

      He knew. He had seen the confrontation in the forest with Jacosta and Shala—after all, that was how he had warned Ravik and Valasia that I was wounded. If he knew that much, it made sense that he knew the rest—but it was still shocking to realize how much of my life was like an open book to him.

      It made me wonder how much else he had seen, and perhaps influenced.

      Long ago, Shala had said that Arjen had ordered her and Merrick to ride the full two days from Rivermeet to Evernal.

      Had the old man known that she and I would sleep together that first night?

      And had that first night cemented the bond between us—the bond that had caused her to believe I would never poison the Grand Master? The bond that had caused her to break me out of jail? The bond that had led her to risk her life for me in the battle against Kovis?

      A vicious, hacking cough seized Arjen for five long seconds. When he stopped, his next breath sounded like a death rattle, and his entire face contorted in pain.

      “Grand Master,” Weera said, “you must—”

      He waved her off with one weak arm. “We have no time to waste… Master Merrick, when I am gone, I wish you to take my place as Grand Master of the Council of Mages.”

      No one said a thing at first, but the tension in the room was tangible.

      After a few seconds, Ravik stepped forward and shot a scathing glance at Merrick. “Grand Master, you appointed me as your successor nearly a decade ago.”

      “I did, Master Ravik… but things have changed. This is my final decision… made in my final hour. Does the king bear witness?”

      King Havas met the dying man’s gaze and offered a somber nod.

      “Then let it be so… Rylan… come here…”

      I stepped forward, not bothering to gauge anyone else’s reaction to his having asked for me. I didn’t care. Arjen felt very much to me like the elders of my village, and I respected him even more than I respected them.

      I knelt by his side, and the old man reached out a trembling hand to rest it on my shoulder.

      “I told you once… there were things even I could not see… but I have seen this: the fate of every kingdom in Voth depends on you, Rylan.”

      I stared at him. What he had just said seemed impossible… a daydream.

      But he had talked to me not so long ago of daydreams becoming reality.

      “…you… have questions… ask them quickly…”

      I knew I should ask about my responsibilities, about my future, about what he had just said—but another question burned brighter than any of those.

      “Master Merrick said Kovis used to be a mage here in the city,” I said.

      Though his eyes were closed, the old man still winced. “Once… yes…”

      I swallowed, keenly feeling the wound so recently reopened. “Were my parents mages here, too?”

      Arjen’s fingers patted my shoulder; it seemed to take nearly all his strength. “No, my boy… I never met them…”

      Now I regretted all the times I’d had the opportunity to ask and never did.

      I thought I’d had time.

      Ironic, given my powers.

      “Grand Master, please, can you tell me—”

      Before I could finish my question, Arjen’s hand dropped from my shoulder.

      I waited for him to take another breath… but it never came.
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      The next day at sunset, Grand Master Arjen was buried in the royal cemetery at the north end of the inner city, just beyond the walls of the central palace grounds. The fire mages put on a spectacular display of fireworks that I imagined Arjen would have enjoyed.

      King Havas held a ceremony in the palace that night, along with a feast. “For Grand Master Arjen… and for all the Masters and Apprentices who delivered Evernal from the dark forces at its gates.”

      As Havas spoke, my mind wandered to Kovis and the things he had said in an attempt to lure me into the Overlord’s service. I made another vow that I would discover the truth behind what had happened to my parents. I had a feeling that Kovis had played a part.

      Then the king called Shala, Joot, Jacosta, and me up to the front of the dining hall to give each of us a medal and thank us publicly for what we had done. He made a short speech about how Shala had done some things that were regrettable, but that in the end, working to save Evernal had balanced the scales. If Jacosta could let bygones by bygones, then Shala was welcome to stay an Apprentice.

      When Jacosta nodded and said, “Of course,” Shala nearly burst into tears. I’d never seen her look so happy.

      I was the last person the king presented to. When he gave me my medal, Havas leaned in and said quietly enough that only I could hear it, “Thank you for saving my daughter.”

      I met his gaze. “You’re welcome, your majesty, for everything I did. But really, though, she saved herself—and many, many others.”

      Havas just stared at me… nodded the tiniest bit… then moved on to the next part of the ceremony.

      Everyone’s spirits gradually lifted. By the time the food came around, the royal dining hall sounded more like a celebration than a wake. I ate my fill, chatted with the others, and was cordial enough. But by the time I’d finished my meal, all I really wanted was some fresh air and a lot less noise.

      I excused myself as gracefully as I could and headed outside onto a palace balcony. The moon was full and cast a lovely glow on everything. At home, a full moon made the ocean shine like silver. It wasn’t quite that beautiful here—at least to me—but I appreciated the view just the same.

      I’d only been outside for a minute or two when I heard a door creak open behind me. I turned to see Shala walking slowly down the steps towards me.

      “A moment of your time?” she asked hesitantly.

      “Of course.”

      “I just wanted to say…” She cleared her throat and stared up at the sky. “I know you most likely never want to see me again—”

      How could I let her finish any statement that started like that?

      I pulled her toward me and kissed her. She melted into me and kissed me passionately back.

      When I finally pulled away, I looked deep into her eyes. “All is forgiven.”

      She seemed baffled, so I added, “You risked your life to save me—to save all of us. You even worked with Jacosta to do it. Like the king said, that balances the scales.”

      And then I kissed her again.

      This time, Shala broke the kiss and gave me a small, cautious frown. “Are you saying—”

      “I’m saying I want to be with you, Shala. As long as you promise not to be jealous of anyone else.”

      She lowered her gaze and shook her head. “I can’t promise that.”

      I admired her honesty, though I had to admit I hadn’t expected that response.

      Then Shala looked back up at me and took a deep breath. “But as long as I can have you, I promise to accept that others can have you, too.”

      “Then meet me tonight,” I said.

      Shala grinned. “The tree?”

      “The tree.”

      She placed one last kiss on my lips, then pulled away from me to return to the palace and the dining hall. At the very last minute she turned back. “I nearly forgot—Grand Master Merrick wants to speak with you.”

      Then she disappeared through the door.

      Of course Merrick wanted to speak with me. Probably some new warning about what he expected of me now that he was Grand Master. With a sigh, I took one last glance at the moon and stars and turned to go back inside.

      The entrance hall of the palace was empty. Everyone was at King Havas’s feast, both celebrating our victory over the Dark Alliance and mourning the loss of a great man.

      I had no idea there was anyone else in the hall until Elara stepped out from behind a massive statue and stopped me in my tracks.

      “You know,” she said, fighting back a smile, “the palace balconies don’t really provide the most privacy.”

      I grinned at her. “If you want, Princess, I know plenty of private places. Care to join me sometime?”

      “You may be a hero, but it’s not that simple, Rylan.” Then she tipped her head back and smirked. “Keep trying, though.”

      “Oh, I will.”

      Her only response to that was to lift an eyebrow, smile, and turn away from me to head back towards the celebration.
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      As it turned out, Merrick wanted to speak with me merely to tell me that he would be overseeing my training as a time mage for the foreseeable future. We would start in a week, after he settled into his new role in the Council of Mages.

      Daily life in the city resumed fairly quickly. Bricklayers and masons set about repairing the damage done to the dormitories, and the Apprentices were all housed in other rooms on the palace grounds until the repairs were complete.

      Merrick was as good as his word: he returned the city’s defenses to normal. Apparently Lammel had been overconfident, and had only removed a few key crystals. He hadn’t thought the Dark Alliance army would lose, so he hadn’t scrambled the spells and razed the entire system.

      I still hadn’t heard what the Council of Mages had decided to do with Lammel, though I imagined they would be looking for a new Portal Master.

      The Council tried to extract information from their goblins prisoners, but to no avail. Apparently they were foot soldiers with no real knowledge of the Overlord’s plans.

      During the week I waited for Merrick to begin my new training, I spent a great deal of time thinking about Arjen, what a kind soul he was, and how fleeting my time with him had been. I would have given a great deal to go back and do things differently—if nothing else, to appreciate the handful of hours I had spent in his presence.

      I tried to distract myself from my sadness. My days I spent resting and practicing my powers on my own… and my nights I spent with the women who had both shared their pleasure with me and fought by my side. Though I was very careful to alternate nights between Shala, Jacosta, and Pela. No one needed another incident brought on by raging jealousy, especially me.

      At heart, I was a lover. Not a fighter.

      Well… not unless I had to be.

      I also spent some time trying to help Joot get on with the ladies. I spent many hours going round the palace grounds with him, striking up conversations with some of the more studious female Apprentices, then talking up Joot and telling the women how he had helped me and Shala defeat Kovis—first with his explosive potion, then with strangleweed.

      “If it weren’t for Joot’s bravery,” I said, “I would be dead, and Evernal would now be under Dark Alliance occupation. Of that I have no doubt. He’s a hero. He’s my hero. He saved my life not once, but twice.”

      The women always started out looking at me, but by the end of the conversation, it was Joot who had their attention. Once that happened, I would make an excuse and beat a hasty retreat.

      Our work apparently paid off. Joot burst into our new shared quarters one afternoon as I was reading on my bed.

      “Rylan!” he cried out in ecstasy. “I kissed Vunhilda!”

      “Is she the one we were just talking to an hour ago?”

      “Yes!”

      She was a potion mage like Joot. A sweet girl with long, blonde braids. A bit plump for my tastes, but she had a cute face, a sunny disposition, and a large, alluring derriere.

      “It was wonderful!” Joot said, nearly swooning. “Just a tiny little kiss behind the elder groves—but on the lips! And,” he said, his voice dropping to a giddy whisper, “I accidentally brushed the back of my hand against her breast—and she didn’t mind!”

      It was a good start.
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      After a week had passed, a servant found me and said that Grand Master Merrick wished to see me outside the city walls. I was to report to the red post, the spot where the Apprentices had started the game of Raise the Banner.

      It had only been eight days ago, but it seemed like a lifetime.

      I walked the streets alone, intrigued to see what kind of training the man had in store for me now that he’d taken on the roles of two mages—one a traitor, the other a brilliant seer who should have still been with us.

      When I exited the last gate, I found Merrick waiting for me in the open field outside the city walls.

      “Today we will test your might in mock combat,” he announced as he watched me approach.

      I snorted. “With all due respect, Grand Master, I believe I beat you the last time we… sparred.”

      “Only because I held back,” Merrick said. The corner of his mouth lifted in a half-smile.

      “Don’t hold back, then. I’ll still win.”

      “Perhaps, time mage. Fortunately, I had the foresight to obtain a bit of assistance. On the slim chance, of course, that you might be right about one-on-one combat.”

      A sparking circle appeared behind him, and out of it stepped Elara, Shala, and Jacosta. As the portal collapsed, each woman grinned at me as they took their places beside Merrick.

      A cloud of icy crystals flared above Elara’s upturned palm.

      Jacosta nocked an arrow and pulled back the bowstring.

      Shala opened a portal beside her, and I saw the eyes of the wyvern and the manticore glowing purple through the sparking, spinning ring.

      Grinning back at all four of them, I flexed my fingers before closing them into fists. “Let’s do it, then.”

      I would see all the women later under far more pleasurable circumstances.

      Well, two of them, anyway. And hopefully the third, someday.

      Now it was time to fight… and I did love a challenge.

      

      
        
        Thank you for reading TIME MAGE! If you enjoyed it, would you please leave a review?

      

        

      
        If you haven’t yet, check out my other book IRON MAGE.

      

        

      
        Also, be on the lookout for FUTURE MAGE, coming in the weeks ahead. It will appear under the pen name R.H. Nolan, because it doesn’t have any sex and will be suitable for all audiences.

      

        

      
        If you want to know when TIME MAGE 2 or FUTURE MAGE comes out, click here and sign up for my mailing list.
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