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      Two months ago, I was living a quiet life in Rivermeet.

      I climbed giant sea caves and gathered rare herbs…

      I dove for pearls in the oyster beds off the coast…

      And I set out in my boat and fished with nets.

      The exact same things men of my village had been doing for untold generations.

      The only thing that distinguished my life was the ability to slow down time for brief periods. I thought it was a quirk, an oddity. I didn’t realize it was a prized ability that would thrust me into a war between the kingdoms of Voth.

      For I was a time mage – one of the rarest abilities of those born with magical powers.

      There were fire mages, water mages, frost mages, earth mages, and a dozen other variations that I knew of. But time mages only appeared once in a generation, or so I was told.

      During a goblin attack on Rivermeet – something that hadn’t happened in fifty years – two strangers appeared in my village: Master Merrick of Evernal and his beautiful apprentice Shala. A beast mage and a portal mage. They helped drive back the invaders and asked me to return with them to join an academy of mages where I would train to use my abilities.

      After a rocky start to our relationship, I joined them on their journey back to the city of Evernal. My life changed immeasurably because of it.

      Many things happened in the two months following.

      I made new friends and at least a couple of enemies…

      I shared the beds of some lovely women whose bravery would later save my life…

      I was betrayed by a mentor…

      I fought a vicious battle with my fellow Apprentices against an invading army…

      And for the third time in my life, I lost someone close to me.

      First my parents when I was a child.

      Then my kind, adopted father who had raised me into a man.

      And finally Grand Master Arjen, the seer and leader of Evernal’s Council of Mages. It was he who had sent Merrick and Shala to Rivermeet and who had so dramatically changed my life.

      I also learned that there was someone out in the world – the powerful leader of a vast conspiracy – who had set his sights on me. The Overlord of the Dark Alliance orchestrated an attack on Evernal, all for the purpose of recruiting me into his ranks.

      The Overlord had sent a general to bring me back, a one-eyed man named Kovis Von who said he could answer the question that had plagued me my entire life:

      Why my parents had been murdered when I was five years old on the night they sent me away.

      Kovis died before I had a chance to find out the answer, and so I was left still haunted by the question.

      Many things had happened to me over the previous two months.

      Pain and pleasure…

      Struggle and victory…

      Gain and great loss.

      But all those things were far from my mind today…

      …because the Games were back.
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      “You’re going down, Rylan!” one of the other Apprentices called out cheerfully.

      “I’ve heard that before, and yet it never comes true,” I shot back good-naturedly.

      The ninety-odd Apprentices in Evernal’s Academy of Mages were gathered that morning outside the walls of the city for an event they all looked forward to: the Games. The Games were challenges that pitted us against each other so we had the chance to bring our powers out of the classroom – to actually apply what we had learned to real-life battle situations.

      Not like we hadn’t just gone up against an army of goblins, orcs, and ogres just a month before. It had been a hard-fought battle, and we’d had to basically destroy our living quarters to win, but we had won – and all without losing even a single Apprentice. As far as I was concerned, we were all battle-hardened veterans.

      But the fun thing about the Games was that there was nothing on the line: no death, no injury, no loss. I suppose the over-inflated egos of the most pompous were at stake – and bragging rights, of course, for whichever side won – but that was all. Which is why everyone looked forward to the Games.

      Well… almost everyone.

      “I didn’t even get a chance to grab my stuff out of my room before they announced it,” Joot moaned.

      Joot was my roommate and a potions mage. He was also something of an oddball. He was half elf, but he didn’t look like any other elf I’d ever seen. At 5’2”, chubby, and with an unruly shock of bright red hair, he looked nothing like the other tall, graceful, thin elven Apprentices with their long, straight, white-blond manes.

      But Joot was a good soul and a loyal friend. I would have traded him for every other elf in the world – even all the beautiful elven maidens.

      Joot didn’t exactly excel in most things, but he was an absolute master in creating potions. He said the plants ‘talked’ to him and let him know exactly what to do. He’d saved my life in the Battle of Evernal with strangleweed dust and explosives he’d concocted.

      As a result, he’d been carrying around a few small vials – smoke bombs, strangleweed, minor explosives – for occasions just like today.

      “I thought you always had some spares, just in case,” I said.

      “I, uh… smoked a bit too much last night, got up late, and forgot them in my rush to get to the dining hall before class,” he said with a blush.

      I chuckled. That was Joot for you.

      A good soul, a loyal friend… and a little too fond of the Demonweed.

      “Don’t worry. Stick with me and I’ll look out for you.”

      “Thanks, Rylan,” he said gratefully.

      “Who’ll be looking out for you, then?” a saucy voice spoke up behind me.

      I turned around to see Jacosta, the lovely archer I’d spent many a blissful afternoon with in the forest. And not hunting, by the way.

      Not only was she a masterful shot, but she had the ability to convert substances into their underlying mystical energy – which meant an arrow she worked her powers on could pierce your heart and then blow you up.

      “Who’ll be looking out for me? You, I hope,” I said with a grin.

      “You’d better hope I’m on the same team as you, or you’ll soon find an arrow in your back.”

      “You wouldn’t do that to me, now would you?” I teased.

      “Wouldn’t I?” she asked slyly.

      There was always an undercurrent of competition between Jacosta and me. It made our flirtations – and extracurricular excursions in the forest – even more fun.

      “I believe she would,” said another voice.

      I turned to see Shala, a portal mage, and the first of my lovers in Evernal. She, Merrick, and I had defeated the goblins at Rivermeet, and it was partly her influence that had made me decide to leave everything I had known to come here to the Academy.

      Shala was dusky-skinned and gorgeous, though her beauty was counterbalanced with a vicious jealous streak that had led her to attack Jacosta and nearly kill me by accident. I had broken with Shala in a fury over that incident, but she had won me back through her bravery and selflessness – both when she risked being expelled by testifying on my behalf at a rigged trial, and for the way she had fought by my side against the Dark Alliance’s incursion into Evernal.

      I was glad to see her, though having her in the same place as Jacosta was always a bit tense. The two women had gained a measure of respect for each other at the trial and in the massive battle with the goblins and orcs, but respect didn’t mean they’d forgotten everything. Their nearly deadly altercation had happened the last time they’d met in the Games.

      “The difference between you and me, Shala,” Jacosta said with a smirk, “is that I wouldn’t almost accidentally kill him.”

      Shala blushed red at the reminder of what she’d done – partially out of embarrassment, partially irritation. “You’re never going to let me live that down, are you?”

      “Not when it’s so much fun to see you squirm. But don’t worry – I’ll reserve my first arrow in the game for you.”

      “I’ll just have to port it back at you, then,” Shala said with a thin smile.

      “As long as you don’t port me, too.”

      “Alright, that’s enough,” I said, stepping between the two of them and putting my arm around Shala’s waist, which she responded to by nuzzling up against me. “Remember, it’s a friendly game.”

      “Tell that to Aran Val,” a third voice spoke.

      Up walked Elara, the most elusive of the women I was trying to romance. She was a stunning blonde frost mage – and an actual princess. The youngest child of King Havas of Evernal, she had fought her father to leave behind the comforts of royal life and enroll in the academy to train. She said she wanted to be treated as an equal amongst the other Apprentices, but everyone still remembered exactly who and what she was. Her haughty manner and royal bearing didn’t exactly make forgetting her position easy, though.

      She’d been a vital ally in the battle against the Dark Alliance. In fact, it was she and Aran Val who had convinced the other Apprentices to follow my lead despite the trumped-up charges of treason against me.

      Ah… Aran Val, scion of an elf king and fire mage. He was here as part of an exchange to shore up the delicate alliance between humans and elves. He was an arrogant bastard who had cheated during our first fight and tried to kill me… and he was a brave fighter who had risked his life to provide cover for the other Apprentices as they escaped to safety. He had gone from sheer hatred for me to throwing his support behind me when it mattered most.

      A complicated fellow, to say the least. We had come to a sort of equilibrium: respect without any love lost between us.

      I did enjoy ribbing him, though. No one else would – his elven followers were sycophants, and all the other Apprentices were too afraid of him. That left only me to take him down a peg or two.

      He was standing over to the side with his coterie of elf flunkies, who thought the sun rose specifically for him.

      “Noooo, Aran Val’s a puppy dog when it comes down to it,” I said, loud enough for the elf to hear me.

      He looked over and gave me a not-quite-friendly smile. “A wolf, you mean. Be careful of my bite.”

      “All I’m afraid of is turning my back on you,” I said with a grin.

      It was a reference to the first time we’d sparred, when he’d thrown a fireball at my back – after I’d won, and in violation of the one and only rule in our fight.

      “Then I guess you’d better run away facing me, since you love to run away,” he said mockingly.

      The last Games we’d played, I had run from him rather than face him with my (at the time) depleted powers.

      “Don’t worry, I’ll always come back for you,” I said, reminding him how I’d saved his ass in the dormitories against the goblins.

      “Hm,” he said, and turned back to his yes-men. Guess he didn’t want to verbally spar anymore.

      I turned back to Elara. Shala and Jacosta had ceased their jockeying in her presence – one benefit of having a princess around. Much like Aran Val’s followers, they were too awestruck and deferential around her to bicker.

      I, however, was neither awestruck nor deferential.

      “Come to lose, my little frost mage?” I asked with a smile.

      She smirked. “Don’t let your confidence be your undoing, time mage.”

      “My undoing?! I’d say my confidence is one of my best qualities.”

      “Yes, I’m sure you would,” she said drily.

      My flirtations with Elara always contained a hint of aggression. I practiced one-upmanship with Jacosta, too, but with her it was playful. There was always a sense with Elara that she was right on the verge of reminding me she was a princess and not to forget it.

      Which made me want to tweak her royal haughtiness even more.

      Like Aran Val, no one else treated her like I did… and though she acted like it annoyed her, I think she secretly loved it.

      She was the only woman I’d gone after who had spurned me, though – which made her all the more irresistible to me. And I’d gone after her hard, courting her attention in a way I never had with anyone else.

      I knew the attraction was mutual, but her royal birth and the expectations that went along with it had always proved an intractable barrier to anything happening between us.

      …so far.

      But I wasn’t about to give up.

      “R-Rylan?” another voice spoke up.

      I turned around to see Pela, an Apprentice Healer. She was a pretty but mousy little thing. Her beauty was lessened by her timid manner, an unflattering hairstyle, and her spectacles. She kept her absolutely stunning body hidden under frumpy dresses. Once she got going, though, the nervous little kitten turned into a wildcat in bed.

      “Pela!” I exclaimed, and gave her a little hug, which made her turn bright pink.

      Shala shot her a jealous look. Why? Because every single woman I was sleeping with knew all about the others.

      In fact, just about everyone in Evernal knew whom I was sleeping with, as a result of the trial that had landed me in jail right before the Dark Alliance attacked.

      In Rivermeet, sex among unmarried youth had been open, free, and unashamed – but here in the mage’s academy, there was a definite public censure attached to being intimate with another student. It wasn’t a written rule, exactly, but it might as well have been.

      Before I slept with them, I had told all three women that I was unattached, didn’t want to be, but that I would never kiss and tell. Even when I ran the risk of imprisonment, I kept to my word and refused to disclose the details of our encounters.

      Despite my wish for freedom, I cared about all three women – Shala, Jacosta, and Pela – and had refused to betray their trust in me.

      Fearful little Pela had been the first to step forward and testify that we had lain together at the time my enemies had accused me of poisoning Grand Master Arjen. Then both Shala and Jacosta had stepped up to defend me, which included admitting to our liaisons.

      So everyone knew my business, much to my chagrin.

      I decided not to dwell on that, though. Instead I asked Pela, “What are you doing here?”

      Healers were excluded from the Games. Since they healed wounds and injuries, they didn’t take place in mock battles that relied on aggressive use of our powers.

      Shala’s glares made Pela stutter even more than usual. “Grand M-Master M-Merrick said that after the battle last month, even the h-healers should be prepared for attacks.”

      It was a position I’d argued for in private with my new mentor and tutor. Merrick never struck me as having taken my opinions seriously, but he’d obviously changed a time-honored tradition because of what I’d said.

      That beast mage was full of surprises.

      “Well, it’s good to have you here,” I said.

      “Thank you, but I’m nervous,” she whimpered. “I can’t defend myself.”

      “Well, that’s what you’re here to learn. And I’m sure the Masters will have taken that into account in whatever they have planned.”

      As though on cue, a loud voice called out, “Attention, Apprentices!”

      We all looked over to see three of the Masters on the Council of Mages walking towards us.

      There was Mistress Weera, a healer and Pela’s mentor – a round little grey-haired woman with a ruddy complexion and infectious laugh.

      The other two Masters were ones I wasn’t overly familiar with, though I had been introduced to them since the Battle of Evernal.

      Master Quanas was a tall black earth mage with muscular arms and a shaved head.

      Master Graffin was a short, fat lightning mage whose pale skin and black beard belied his ferocity in battle.

      I was a bit surprised not to see other Masters – especially Merrick. Usually the Games were popular amongst the faculty, and an excuse to laze about in the sun instead of teaching classes.

      But the attack last month had made everyone jumpy. I reasoned that the rest of the Masters had probably stayed behind inside the city walls… just in case.

      Mistress Weera yelled out cheerfully, “Today’s challenge shall be Shields and Swords!”

      There was a loud groan from most of the students, and an excited cheer from a handful.

      “What?” I asked in confusion. “What’s wrong?”

      Joot immediately turned to me, a panicked look in his eyes. “Pick me, Rylan!”

      “No, pick me!” Pela pleaded.

      “You said you would cover me!” Joot said, casting Pela an irritated look.

      “I’m a girl!” Pela snarled at him.

      “What does that have to do with it?” Jacosta said, annoyed.

      “Yeah,” both Elara and Shala agreed at the same time, which made poor Pela shrink down even more than usual.

      “Yeah!” Joot said in a show of false support.

      He didn’t care so much about supporting his fellow female mages as he did about losing his number one protector and defender: me.

      “Besides, I’m a potions mage without any potions!” he added.

      “That’s not my fault!” Pela argued.

      “Well, it’s not my fault you’re a girl!” Joot said, showing his true colors and earning some blistering glares from Jacosta, Shala, and Elara.

      “Shh, quiet, you two,” I said as I struggled to hear the Masters explain the game.

      “For those of you unfamiliar with Shields and Swords – which is probably only one of you,” Weera said with an amused glance my way, “listen closely: these are the rules.

      “All Apprentices will be paired off in groups of two.

      “Each person will have a different power from his or her partner.

      “One of you will be the Shield, the defender of your partner from harm.

      “The other will be the Sword, or the damage-dealer responsible for striking out at other players.

      “Swords may dodge and protect themselves from harm, but it is primarily the Shield’s responsibility to protect the Sword.”

      Master Quanas spoke next. “Only damage dealt from one Sword to another will result in the second group’s defeat and removal from the game.

      “Damage dealt from a Sword to a Shield is to be expected, and part of the Shield’s responsibility to deal with.

      “Damage dealt from a Shield to a Sword does not count towards elimination of a rival team.”

      “The Shield may take an unlimited number of hits,” Master Graffin said in his nasal voice.

      “However, if even one attack is successful in striking the Sword, both Sword and Shield lose and must return here to await the next round.

      “Also, to make things fairer, all air, water, and earth mages are required to play as Shields in Round One. We’ll switch things up in Round Two.”

      Again, most everyone groaned.

      Now it made sense to me why a majority of the Apprentices weren’t happy. Beast mages, enchanters, potion mages, healers and others with more passive abilities wouldn’t make very good offensive or defensive players – and Apprentices with water, air, and earth powers would be hamstrung by only using their powers in defensive roles.

      Fire and frost mages would be able to deal damage this round – but probably not in the next.

      Only actual shield mages would be happy with this game. It played right to their strengths, as long as they were Shields. Most everyone else would have to step outside their areas of expertise.

      “Remember, only low-level attacks are allowed,” Mistress Weera yelled. “Jacosta, no using your mana conversion powers on other players!”

      “Mm,” Jacosta grunted. “Can I use my bow and arrows, at least?”

      “Soft-tipped only!”

      “Well, of course…”

      “The point is to tag your opponents, people, not inflict physical damage!” Weera shouted. “You’re here to improvise and learn how to apply your powers in new ways.

      “Anyone who gets injured should report back here immediately so I can heal them.

      “Or, if your partner is a healer, they can fix you right up on the spot.

      “One other thing – Apprentice Rylan, where are you?”

      “Over here,” I called out.

      “There’s a special rule for you: you’re to be a shield only!”

      “What?!” I asked, annoyed.

      A cheer went up from the group. I looked around, surprised.

      “Why me, specifically?” I asked.

      “‘Cause otherwise you’d run around stopping time and stabbing people willy-nilly!” somebody yelled, and everyone else laughed.

      I might not have liked the rule, but I understood why the Masters had made it. Last time we’d played Raise The Banner, I had gone around flicking my time-stopping powers on and off, sneaking up to players while they were frozen, and ‘stabbing’ them with a blunt, wooden toy dagger.

      Apparently people remembered, and they weren’t happy about it.

      “Do we get to choose our partners?!” Joot cried out. “I choose Rylan!”

      “No, I do!” Pela shouted.

      “Partners will rotate to new ones in each round,” Weera said, “but Joot, you can go with Rylan the first time out.”

      “Thank the Great Wolf,” Joot exclaimed in almost comical relief.

      “Awww,” Pela pouted.

      I grinned. “Don’t worry, we’ll partner up soon.”

      “Oh, you will, will you?” Shala said tartly. “So you can sneak off and do gods know what behind a tree somewhere?”

      I grinned and touched Shala’s cheek. “No, that’s what you and I are going to do, my jealous little portal mage.”

      Shala looked both embarrassed and aroused all at once. Now it was Pela and Jacosta’s turns to give her the evil eye.

      “Pair off and get going!” Weera yelled as she pulled out a ram’s horn. “You’ll have five minutes to hide in the forest – don’t start until you hear the horn blow! Now go, go, GO!”
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      Joot and I tore off through the forest, running as fast as we could.

      Which, unfortunately in Joot’s case, wasn’t that fast.

      And since I as his Shield was supposed to protect him, I spent a lot of time looking around us for potential dangers.

      “Hhh… hhh… I’m sorry… Rylan… I didn’t… think this… through,” Joot panted as he trundled along.

      “Don’t worry about it, it’ll be good practice,” I reassured him.

      “For… hhh… what?”

      I wanted to joke and say, For protecting a completely defenseless target, but that was a bit cruel. I liked Joot, and didn’t want to hurt his feelings. Plus, he’d saved my life twice in the Battle of Evernal, so I knew that ‘defenseless targets’ could step up out of nowhere and surprise you.

      “In using my powers for evasion,” I said instead.

      It was true. In the few weeks since I’d been practicing with Merrick, I’d increased my powers even more, but hadn’t exactly had the chance to test them yet.

      I could slow down time for a whole minute and twenty seconds. I could also break that up into segments – fifteen seconds here, return to normal time, another twenty seconds there. Thus I could stretch the eighty seconds out over a longer period, saving ‘slow-time’ for when I truly needed it.

      I could physically stop time for forty seconds.

      And I could reverse it for a full five seconds, although that took an incredible amount of effort and basically wiped me out for a while.

      My refractory period – the time it took me to fully recover so I could use my powers to their fullest extent – had decreased to one minute, fifty seconds.

      I had no doubt that I could pull Joot out of the way of just about anything the other Apprentices threw at us.

      …if I saw it coming first.

      I figured I could identify a target, freeze time, pick up Joot, and physically move him over to the other team’s Sword if need be. That was probably the only way my out-of-shape friend was ever going to get close enough to tag a rival.

      Suddenly Joot froze as the ram’s horn blatted in the distance.

      “…oh no…” he moaned.

      “It’s fine, let’s just keep mov– ”

      I suddenly heard crackling – the telltale sound of a fireball being summoned.

      There was a fire mage nearby.

      “Joot, duck!” I hissed, but I didn’t wait for him to – I just used my powers. Circles of green light and elaborate patterns swirled around my hands as I slowed time to a crawl.

      Good thing I did.

      About forty feet away, a fireball appeared from a thicket of brambles, headed straight for Joot. It traveled slowly through the air, creeping along at six inches per second.

      It was a small one, about the size of my fist. As long as it didn’t hit his face, it wouldn’t do him any serious damage –

      Except we would lose the game.

      I immediately ran over to Joot, grabbed him, and gently lowered him onto the ground.

      For a 5’2” elf, Joot was a hefty boy. He liked his mealtimes and snacks, Joot did.

      I lay down next to him and restarted time. No more than eight seconds had elapsed.

      The fireball whizzed overhead and blasted into sparks against the nearest tree trunk.

      “Rylan – what?!” Joot cried out, thrashing around in alarm.

      I’d been told it was disorienting experiencing my powers. One second people were standing upright, and then – in the blink of an eye – they were lying on the forest floor with no idea how they’d got there.

      Couldn’t be helped at the moment.

      “Quiet,” I whispered. “Are you sure you don’t have any potions?”

      “Positive!”

      “Great… then we’re just going to have to do this the hard way. Stand up and stick out your right hand!”

      “What?! And give them a target?!”

      “Just do it!”

      Joot looked terrified, but to his credit, he trusted me. He stood up –

      And as soon as he did, I slowed time again.

      Now a barrage of small fireballs were headed our way – three of them, all from the same thicket, creeping through the air.

      I sighed, grabbed Joot under his armpits, and began to drag him across the forest floor, the heels of his boots gouging tracks through the leaves.

      I could have picked him up and carried him, but I figured I was going to have to move him around a lot during this match, and I didn’t want to end up exhausted. Dragging would suffice.

      We got over to the thicket and I pulled back the leaves. There were Silas and Ofela – a male fire mage and a female wind mage – staring intently out at the forest where Joot and I had been. Silas still had orange mandalas around his wrist, the sign of a fire mage casting a spell.

      Poor Ofela wasn’t even going to get a chance to do her duty as Shield.

      I propped Joot up, maneuvered his outstretched hand directly onto Silas’s cheek, then unfroze time.

      “TAG!” I yelled as the fireballs slammed into the trees fifty feet away.

      You’d have thought Silas had been bitten by a snake.

      Although it probably was a bit shocking, thinking you’ve hit your enemy across the clearing and then having him appear right there in front of you with his hand on your face.

      “AAH!” he screamed and flailed backwards into the leaves.

      “AAH!” Joot shrieked and withdrew his hand like he’d touched a hot stove.

      “AAH!” Ofela cried out, and began to raise a wind as faint blue geometric patterns swirled around her hands. All the leaves around us began to shake –

      “Nope,” I said, pointing at her partner. “He’s down for the count.”

      She looked over to see Silas on his back.

      “Did he tag you?!” she demanded.

      “…I… I think so…” Silas muttered.

      “Damn it!” she said angrily.

      “Why weren’t you guarding me?!” Silas yelled.

      “I was – he can come out of anywhere with his damn time powers!” she shouted back at him.

      “Better make sure you didn’t start a fire,” I said to Silas, then left them to their little dispute as I hustled through the woods with Joot.

      “Wow… we did it!” my roommate said in happy amazement.

      I thought about saying, If you mean ‘we’ in that I dragged you across a clearing and put your palm on his head, sure, ‘we’ did it.

      But again, that was meanspirited, so I simply said, “Yup. Be on the lookout – ”

      Suddenly a sparking circle of fire appeared in front of us, quickly expanding from the size of a ring to that of a plate.

      A portal!

      I slowed time to a crawl to give me time to react.

      Portal magic allowed the caster to open two ‘doorways’ in two separate places, then step through one ring and come out the other. Accomplished portal mages could apparently travel hundreds of miles in a second – perhaps even thousands of miles.

      Of course, magic that powerful would open up Evernal to attack from outside forces – which is precisely what had happened the night that the goblins and orcs invaded. A Dark Alliance army had literally materialized right in our courtyard.

      But they’d had inside help.

      Every city had strong magical defenses that prevented portal mages from appearing anywhere near it.

      The only reason an Apprentice could even use this spell right now was because someone – most likely Merrick, since he was now the Council’s Grand Master – had rearranged the defenses temporarily so that portal spells could be cast for the Games.

      My old mentor Lammel, the former portal master for Evernal, had done the same the night of the attack. He was a traitor and a double agent for the Dark Alliance, and had disabled our defenses so that the Overlord’s troops could invade.

      Luckily, they hadn’t been successful – but Evernal had come within a hair’s breadth of falling to the Dark Alliance… and I had come close to being abducted by Overlord’s soldiers.

      I was a bit surprised that Merrick was allowing portal magic to be used in our game; he had been extremely paranoid since the attack.

      But maybe that was why the other Masters were still inside the city gates: just to be on the safe side.

      I hadn’t stopped time, just slowed it down, so the portal kept growing until it was the size of a window, and I got a chance to see who was on the other side.

      Shala, with yellow circles turning slowly around her wrists!

      Jacosta stood behind her – no signs of her magic spells, but she had her bow and arrow drawn.

      Ha – a team-up I never would have expected!

      Jacosta had already loosed her arrow, and it was speeding through the portal. It had a tip padded with cotton rather than a razor-sharp arrowhead. Not lethal, certainly, but it would have left a nasty bruise if it had landed.

      The girls must have seen us at a distance and set it all up so Jacosta could nail Joot before either of us knew what was happening.

      Smart.

      But not quite smart enough.

      I moved Joot out of the way of the arrow, and adjusted the speed of passing time so that the slowly growing portal got large enough to walk through.

      Time was moving so slow for Shala that her eyes couldn’t even see what I was doing.

      I couldn’t drag my portly half-elf through the portal, since the edge hadn’t reached the ground yet and likely wouldn’t. So I picked him up instead.

      It was like carrying heavy log.

      “Whoof… you have got to lay off of the desserts, Joot,” I grunted as I carried him in my arms and stepped over the portal’s fiery lower edge, still two feet off the ground.

      I emerged on the other side. The girls were in a natural clearing surrounded by a ring of thick trees on all sides.

      I passed by Shala and moved over behind Jacosta, who was still frozen in her shooting stance. Then I set Joot on his feet behind the archer and leaned his forehead against her back.

      I thought about maneuvering the two of them into a slightly naughtier pose – say, Joot’s face buried in her bosom – but figured Jacosta would not appreciate that. I was trying to decrease the amount of problems I had with the women in my life, not add to them.

      Joot would have loved it, though he probably would have died from embarrassment when I started time again. But I’m sure he would have talked about it for months.

      Ah well. If he wanted contact with breasts anytime soon, he was going to have to keep working on Vunhilda, his fellow potions Apprentice I’d worked to set him up with.

      “Too bad, Joot,” I said, then started time and yelled, “TAG!”

      Jacosta screeched in dismay and jumped forward several feet.

      Joot tumbled face-first to the ground.

      Shala turned around as her portal collapsed and the yellow circles around her hands disappeared.

      “You have got to be kidding me!” she yelled in irritation.

      “Nope,” I said with a grin. “Didn’t expect you two to team up, by the way.”

      “Bet you weren’t expecting this, either,” Jacosta said with a smug smile.

      Suddenly a hurricane-level blast of wind knocked me off my feet.

      I barely stopped time in… well, time.

      I went from being thrown through the air at high speed to falling slowly backwards.

      When I jumped or fell and stopped time, I traveled slowly, too. It was a trick I’d loved doing when I was a child – diving off a cliff into the sea and watching the waves come towards me in slow motion.

      The only thing was, if I didn’t have a surface to push or pull against, I was helpless – trapped in my predetermined course of motion.

      That’s what was going on at the moment. My limbs flailed, but I was two feet above the ground with no way to reach it, so there was nothing to do but ride it out.

      But I could still take the opportunity to look around.

      Ten other Apprentices were emerging from the trees around us.

      It had been a trap!

      They’d all been working together!

      Jacosta and Shala had served as the bait – and I’d taken it!

      At first I felt a burst of embarrassment at having been duped, then indignation at their cheating.

      Then I realized that Mistress Weera had merely said that the teams were supposed to tag the ‘Swords.’

      There had been no prohibitions against working together.

      Indignation turned to admiration.

      “Clever,” I said to Jacosta and Shala, even though there was no way they would hear the compliment.

      The first Apprentice who’d come completely out of hiding was Melodia, a wind mage. She must have been the one to get me.

      There was a beast mage, and a shield mage, and an earth mage –

      And Elara!

      The treachery just didn’t stop.

      The princess was in the middle of casting a frost bolt as she stepped out from behind her tree. Light blue circles spun slowly around her wrists as ice crystals formed in the palm of her hand.

      Not only that, but precious seconds were ticking by. Between tagging Silas, carrying Joot through the portal, and now slowing my descent through the air, I had probably used over forty seconds of my power.

      So I sped up time by a fraction until I was about to hit the ground – and then I put my hands and legs down and effortlessly sat up.

      Once I had a surface to push against, I could move normally.

      But I had to get Joot out of here. That was the first priority.

      I raced over and reached out to my friend on the ground –

      And my hand immediately struck something hard and invisible.

      What?!

      I tried reaching out again, but my fingers kept colliding with something unseen.

      Then I realized:

      A shield mage had gotten to him first and put a protective barrier around him so I couldn’t move him.

      Very clever.

      I rapidly felt all around Joot, and determined he was sealed inside a dome.

      The only way to get him out would have been to dig a tunnel through the ground. I wasn’t an earth mage, so that was impossible.

      My powers would run out in less than a minute and we would lose the game, all because I’d foolishly taken the bait that Jacosta and Shala had set.

      No, I rebuked myself silently. It’s not over yet. What can I do?

      I looked around.

      There – behind a tree – there was Daros, a shield mage and obviously the person responsible for my predicament. Dark blue circles crept around his hands, a dead giveaway that he was using his powers.

      What to do?

      Why – slap him in the face with a bit of frost, that’s what.

      I hurried over to Daros and dragged him right in front of Elara’s hand, the one filling with ice crystals. I couldn’t get him to balance properly, so I laid her on the ground and arranged Daros on top of her arm.

      THAT should get a reaction when time goes back to normal.

      I also quickly scanned the trees for the ‘Swords.’

      Melodia was probably one of them.

      Elara definitely was…

      Among the other contenders were a water mage, an earth mage, and a lightning mage.

      There was also an enchanter, a beast mage, a potions mage, and a healer. They were probably the Shields.

      I could be wrong, though – the stronger ones might be Shields in order to give the weaker Apprentices the chance to be ‘taggers,’ like me and Joot.

      I didn’t have time to pair them all up like Elara and Daros, so I just ran around the clearing pushing people over.

      Actually, the girls I lowered to the ground as gently as I could. The guys I figured could take their licks.

      Then I started time again.

      The reaction was immediate.

      First came the wind blasting through the trees.

      Then Elara’s spell fired off in Daros’s face.

      “AAAH!” Elara screamed.

      Daros would have screamed, but the lower part of his face was encased in snow.

      His eyes, though, were completely clear – and I could see the panic in them as he realized he was lying on top of an heir to the throne of Evernal.

      Well, just her arm, but I’m sure that was distressing enough for him.

      Three other spells shot up into the treetops – a ten-foot burst of electricity, a gush of water, and a geyser of dirt.

      Guess I’d called the Swords correctly.

      All the Apprentices screeched in bewilderment. Just like Joot a minute ago, they’d been standing one second, and in the blink of an eye were now on their backs.

      “What are you – get OFF of me!” Elara howled.

      “Sorry, your Highness!” Daros shrieked as he scrambled off her, although because of the snow encasing his mouth, it came out sounding more like, “Mm-mee, mr Mymeff!”

      “What – ” Jacosta said, her smug look turning to shock. Then she realized what had happened. “RYLAND!”

      I about died laughing – but I still had work to do.

      I froze time and raced over to Joot, who was still scrabbling face-down in the leaves.

      I reached down to touch him –

      Sure enough, the shield was gone.

      I guess getting shot in the face with a frost bolt and finding himself in a compromising situation with a princess had rattled Daros’s concentration.

      I grabbed Joot under his arms and heaved him up into a standing position.

      “Gods,” I groaned, “this would be so much easier if you could just stand up on your own!”

      “Let go of me then!” Joot yelled indignantly.

      That surprised me.

      I let go of Joot out of shock.

      My first thought was that my powers had run out, and that we were about to be attacked by everyone else in the clearing.

      But no – when I glanced around, everyone was still moving at a glacier’s pace.

      What in Dastrok’s name – ?!

      I turned back to my friend. “Joot, how did you – ”

      Then I stopped talking, doubly shocked.

      He was tipped over backwards, falling in slow motion.

      That’s when the realization hit me.

      For a second, Joot had been inside MY circle of time – NOT in slow motion like the rest of our surroundings!

      It must have happened when I touched him, obviously –

      But could I do it again?

      I grabbed him by the shoulders and stopped him from falling backwards.

      Nothing happened. He stayed frozen in space, his arms flung out in front of him.

      “Come on, Joot, let’s go!” I shouted.

      Nothing.

      I tried to remember exactly what I’d said –

      “This would be so much easier if you’d just stand up on your own!” I yelled.

      Nothing.

      “Damn it,” I muttered, and hoisted him into my arms like I was carrying a log. “Guess we’re going to have to run for – ”

      That’s when my powers ran out.

      Shouts of indignation roared all around me.

      Joot went from being rigid as a log to drooping in my arms like a half-empty sack of wheat, which made him twice as hard to carry.

      “Rylan, what – AAH!” he screamed as I stumbled.

      “THERE THEY ARE – GET THEM!” someone yelled behind us.

      I winced, expecting an onslaught of wind, frost, and magical shields to suddenly plow into my back.

      Instead, I heard the flapping of giant wings directly overhead as a massive shadow passed over me.

      A wyvern suddenly crashed down into the clearing.

      It measured at least eighteen feet from snout to tail, and its head towered four feet above me as it stood on its hind legs.

      Its hide was covered with gleaming black scales, and its eyes glowed purple – the sure sign of a beast mage controlling it.

      The beast mage Apprentice behind me, no doubt.

      “Well, that’s overkill,” I muttered under my breath.

      A deer or wild boar would have been far easier to send after us. Instead he’d gone and possessed something a thousand times rarer.

      “AAAH!” Joot screamed in terror in my arms as he stared up at the reptilian nightmare. “RUN, RYLAN, RUN!”

      I dropped my left arm, letting Joot’s feet drop to the ground. “You run.”

      The problem was, my powers were exhausted – so there was no way to escape the wyvern.

      Although… it wasn’t moving.

      It just stared down at me with its glowing, purple eyes.

      Wyverns were cousins of dragons, but with wings in the place of arms – like bats. Dragons supposedly had four arms and legs, and its wings were different limbs.

      I say ‘supposedly,’ because I’d never seen a dragon before. I’d seen wyverns, though – most recently when Merrick commanded two of them to attack the goblin ships bearing down on Rivermeet.

      …Merrick…

      “Balak,” I called out to the beast mage Apprentice behind me without taking my eyes off the wyvern, “are you controlling this thing?”

      “N-n-n-no,” he stuttered in panic.

      That’s when I realized who the creature really belonged to.

      There was only one wyvern nearby that I knew of, and it was housed in the royal stables under the care of a certain beast mage.

      “Do you have something for me, Grand Master?” I called up cheerily to the creature.

      In answer, its jaws opened, exposing multiple rows of fang-like teeth – and a rolled-up piece of parchment tied with a string fell out of its mouth.

      As soon as the paper hit the ground, the wyvern flapped its wings and took off into the sky again.

      Cries arose from behind me.

      “What – did Grand Master Merrick send that thing?!” someone shouted.

      “Seems he wanted a speedy delivery,” I said as I crouched down to retrieve the rolled-up paper.

      I chuckled in amusement and a bit of surprise. For such a stolid fellow, the new Grand Master certainly liked his theatrics.

      My amusement quickly turned to disgust. The parchment was dripping with thick, oozing saliva.

      Probably another joke Merrick was playing on me… although he wasn’t really one to indulge in jokes…

      “I got Joot!” someone else yelled.

      “No fair!” my half-elf roommate protested. “Rylan’s not defending me because of the wyvern!”

      “You’re just sore you can’t defend yourself.”

      Elara, Shala, and Jacosta suddenly appeared beside me.

      “Are you alright?!” Shala asked me, her face fearful.

      “I’m fine,” I reassured her.

      “What’s going on?” Elara demanded.

      “Let’s find out,” I said as I pulled the string and untied the bow.

      The dripping tube of paper unfurled, revealing the hastily scrawled message within:

      Report to my tower at once. – GMM

      ‘GMM’ – Grand Master Merrick.

      “Seems I’ve been summoned,” I said.

      “For what?” Jacosta asked.

      “Don’t know,” I said, though I wondered if Merrick somehow knew about Joot entering my time-stream during my spell-cast.

      Since Lammel’s imprisonment, Merrick had been overseeing the training of my powers, since there were no other time mages to tutor me.

      Perhaps the Grand Master was somehow keeping tabs on me.

      “I’m off,” I announced to the group. “And for the gods’ sake, go easy on Joot next round, will you?”

      “Maybe I should come with you and retrieve some potions!” he suggested.

      “Do as you wish, just don’t blame it on me if Mistress Weera catches you.”

      “Oh…” Joot murmured, and I could tell he was already rethinking his grand idea.

      “Speaking of catching people…” Melodia said with a wicked grin, and suddenly a burst of wind rushed through the clearing.

      The other Apprentices devolved into a free-for-all as Swords attacked Swords, but I didn’t care.

      I was out of the game for the moment, and I had a great many things to consider…

      …like how I could repeat the surprising new application of my powers.
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      After a long jog back from the woods to the grounds of the royal palace, I ran up the curved staircase inside the Grand Master’s tower. It had once been the home of Grand Master Arjen, and had since passed to Merrick upon his assumption of the leadership of the Council of Mages.

      At the top of the stairs, I could hear low voices talking on the other side of the wooden door. I knocked with a sharp rap of my knuckles, then entered. I was already inside the room when Merrick said, “Come in.”

      When Arjen had lived in the tower, it had been a cozy mess. There had been dozens of shelves crammed with hundreds of books, magical instruments and baubles everywhere, and a proliferation of dried herbs.

      Now the room reflected the tastes of the current Grand Master, which tended towards the ascetic. Gone were the shelves and baubles, replaced by empty space. The only thing that still remained was the bed in the corner, and the giant dining table and chairs in the middle of the room.

      Merrick sat on one side of the table. I was surprised to see Mistress Valasia and Master Ravik sitting on the other side opposite him.

      Valasia was an enchantment mage and one of the Academy’s instructors. She had been one of the first Masters I had encountered upon my arrival at Evernal, when I sat in on a class she taught to Joot and other Apprentices.

      She was also incredibly gorgeous, with long black hair and amazing curves poorly hidden beneath her robes.

      Ravik was a fire mage and an ill-tempered bastard. He had hated me from before the moment he’d laid eyes on me. Merrick had let it slip that, back when Arjen was weighing sending Merrick and Shala to help me fight off the goblin assault on Rivermeet, Ravik had voted against bringing me to Evernal.

      He had certainly done his best to persecute me once I was here – like having me arrested for poisoning Grand Master Arjen.

      For a while, I had thought Ravik was an agent of the Dark Alliance, and had poisoned Arjen himself – but the culprit had turned out to be Lammel.

      Not only that, but Merrick assured me Ravik was loyal to the Unified Kingdoms and the fight against the Overlord, though he wouldn’t elaborate on how he knew.

      Ravik sat there with his customary scowl, which had only grown deeper over the last month. After all, he was supposed to become the next Grand Master, but Arjen had made Merrick his successor moments before he died.

      No wonder Ravik was bitter; he was now forced to serve beneath Merrick, whom he bore intensely ill will.

      Although, to be fair, Ravik seemed to bear intensely ill will towards everyone… except other fire mages like Aran Val.

      Ravik was the first to speak after I entered.

      He fixed me with his angry glare and snarled, “Do you customarily just barge into a Master’s chambers before being granted entrance?”

      “Into the Grand Master’s chambers, yes,” I said, unable to resist tweaking the prick about his deathbed demotion.

      It worked: Ravik’s face turned a shade of angry red.

      Valasia did her best to conceal a smile at the jab.

      Before Ravik could shout at me, I continued.

      “Especially when he’s my tutor, and I have been summoned.” I held out the saliva-covered parchment and looked over at Merrick. “Your choice of messenger was inspired, I must say.”

      Merrick frowned. “Inspired?”

      “Wasn’t it a bit of overkill?”

      His frown deepened. “I merely wanted you to get here as quickly as possible. A wyvern was the best choice.”

      Ah… serious, stolid Merrick hadn’t been playing a joke on me at all.

      “Did you call me here because I managed to make Joot experience time like I do?”

      “What do you mean?” Valasia asked.

      “I had everyone else going in slow motion, but when I grabbed Joot, he started talking to me!” I said excitedly.

      Valasia’s eyes widened. “Is this the first time that’s happened?!”

      “Yes!”

      “Impressive,” Merrick said, though he was still frowning. “But how could I have known that?”

      “I don’t know – I figured you might have some sort of way of keeping track of me, like a crystal ball or something.”

      “I’m a beast mage, not a seer,” Merrick said brusquely. He was referencing Grand Master Arjen’s power when he was alive.

      “So… I’m not here about my new power, then?”

      “No, but while we’re on the subject, were you able to repeat it?”

      “No,” I admitted. “I tried to, but I couldn’t figure out how I’d done it.”

      “Figures,” Ravik sneered. “All power, no control.”

      “I did have to contend with a wyvern landing right in front of my face,” I said drily.

      Merrick settled back in his chair. “Well, keep trying. We shall work on it after you return.”

      “Return? Where am I going?”

      “You will be escorting Mistress Valasia on a diplomatic mission. Ivernwood first, then possibly to Heindell.”

      My eyes widened.

      There was a lot to take in, just in that one sentence.

      “Ivernwood and Heindell? Those are kingdoms to the north of Evernal!”

      “That’s correct,” Merrick said .

      “Wonderful, he knows his geography,” Ravik sneered.

      “Why are we going there? And what’s all this about a diplomatic mission?”

      Valasia stepped in to explain. “After losing both Grand Master Arjen and Lammel, we’re down two mages on the council. We’re particularly in desperate need of a Portal Master. We’re going to Ivernwood and Heindell to see if we can recruit one, and potentially a second Master as well.”

      I noticed that she hadn’t used the honorific ‘Master’ when referring to Lammel. Fitting, seeing how he was a traitor and currently rotting in Evernal’s dungeon.

      “Why Ivernwood and Heindell?” I asked.

      “Mostly to shore up diplomatic relations between our kingdoms and theirs.”

      “Shore up diplomatic relations?”

      “You ask a great deal many questions,” Ravik snarled. “It should be enough to know you’re going, and that’s it.”

      Valasia ignored Ravik and continued to explain. “After the brazen attack on us by the Dark Alliance, King Havas feels it is wise to strengthen our ties to our closest allies.”

      King Havas was Elara’s father and the king of Evernal.

      And by ‘brazen attack,’ Valasia meant when the Overlord’s goblins and orcs had entered the palace grounds with Lammel’s help.

      “Is this like what you and Shala did when you came to Rivermeet?” I asked Merrick.

      “It is,” he confirmed. “Though our mission to help you wasn’t diplomatic in nature.”

      Remembering how Merrick and I had gotten into a fight, I had to concur – although I was pretty sure he wasn’t referencing that particular incident.

      “If we’re going to be traveling long distances, why not send an Apprentice portal mage instead of me?”

      “A portal mage’s abilities would be useless inside another kingdom’s grounds, owing to their Portal Master’s defenses,” Merrick said. “Not to mention that the mere presence of an Evernal portal mage would be seen as… impolitic.”

      “Why?”

      “Because of the fear that he or she might try something similar to what happened to us a month ago.”

      He was talking about the invasion and Lammel’s treachery.

      “But why send me and Mistress Valasia?” I asked.

      “Why not send you?”

      “We aren’t exactly the best suited for battle.”

      “Didn’t I mention this was a diplomatic mission?” Merrick said drily. “Hence there is no need for mages with combat abilities.”

      Valasia looked over at him with one eyebrow raised. “Excuse me?”

      “Pardon,” Merrick said. “I meant to say no direct combat abilities.”

      Now Valasia squinted at him in irritation. “You weren’t saying that when I saved you in Vonmouth hall a month ago.”

      Merrick sighed in defeat. “No violent combat abilities.”

      “But what if we’re attacked?” I asked.

      “You won’t be. You’ll be traveling well-traveled, well-guarded roads through three stable, peaceful kingdoms. And even if you were attacked, both of your abilities are suited for evasion and escape.” Merrick paused, then glanced over at Ravik out of the corner of his eye. “We don’t need any hot-headed fire mages creating international incidents.”

      Valasia snorted with amusement; Ravik just seethed a bit more. Apparently it was some kind of inside joke.

      “I still don’t understand,” I said. “Couldn’t you just have one of our own portal Apprentices take over the Master position, like Shala or Tirkus?”

      “Ha!” Ravik laughed derisively. “Of course, if we want to be invaded again!”

      “While Shala and Tirkus are both excelling in their studies, they’re still quite young, and we want someone with years of advanced training,” Valasia explained patiently.

      “And it’s best to inject new blood every so often,” Merrick said.

      “What, because of tradition?” I asked.

      “That, plus the whole ‘shoring up diplomatic relations’ part.”

      “I think it might be better to go with someone whose loyalty is unquestioned, even if they have to learn a great deal,” I pointed out. “I mean, Lammel was ‘new blood’ once upon a time, correct?”

      “You dare question the decision of the Council of Mages?!” Ravik shouted, then turned angrily to Merrick. “I told you you give him too free a hand – ”

      “If I hadn’t questioned you, I’d still be rotting in prison for a crime I didn’t commit, wouldn’t I?” I snapped at Ravik. “Actually, no – I’d be enslaved to the Overlord, thanks to your mistake.”

      “Probably serving him willingly,” Ravik hissed.

      I was about to explode with a choice selection of insults when Merrick barked, “BOTH of you, cease this petty bickering! Rylan, the decision is made. You depart in an hour with Valasia.”

      “An hour?!” I exclaimed. “Why such short notice?!”

      “Once the king gave his approval, we decided time was of the essence. Now go and pack your things.”

      “How long will we be gone?”

      “At least two week, maybe more.”

      “Two weeks?!” I nearly shouted.

      “Is there an echo in your chambers, Grand Master?” Ravik asked with a snicker.

      “But – I practically just started training under you!”

      “You will continue to train on the journey,” Merrick said. “Valasia will oversee your efforts.”

      “Can’t we at least leave tomorrow?”

      “What does it matter when you leave?”

      “I have goodbyes to say!”

      “So say them quickly,” Ravik sneered.

      “But why send me in the first place?!”

      Merrick narrowed his eyes. Though a minor change in anyone else’s expression, it was a vast shift in the beast mage’s countenance. He was growing very impatient with me, indeed.

      “Missions like this are part and parcel of all Apprentices’ service and training. Why are you so dead-set against going?”

      “Well, for one, I’ve barely just arrived in Evernal.”

      “And his stable of mares needs servicing,” Ravik sneered.

      I rounded on Ravik savagely. “Don’t you dare call them mares – gelding.”

      Valasia tried hard to choke down her laughter but failed.

      Ravik bolted up from his chair, his face purple. “YOU IMPERTINENT LITTLE – ”

      “ENOUGH!” Merrick roared as he slammed his fist on the table.

      I’d only seen his anger once before, during our confrontation back at Rivermeet when he tried to order me to go with him.

      Apparently it was as shocking to Ravik as it was to me, because the fire mage immediately shut his mouth.

      “You leave in an hour, Rylan,” Merrick said coldly. “Now go.”

      I bowed my head a little, though my face was furious, and I left the room.
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      It was a depressing walk back to the dorms from Merrick’s tower.

      I was happy in Evernal. I’d finally settled in, and life was good. I didn’t particularly want to spend the next two weeks playing errand boy in parts unknown.

      Not only did I not want to go on the damn mission, but I knew three women who would like it even less.

      The news wasn’t going to go over well, so I decided to get it over with quickly. Always best to rip the bandage off rather than slowly peeling it back.

      The Apprentices were returning from the Games for the midday meal. Most of them headed directly for the meal hall, though I figured two in particular would go elsewhere.

      Sure enough, I intercepted Jacosta on her way to the women’s temporary lodgings. After we’d damaged the Apprentice dorms during the battle against the goblins and orcs, everyone had had to move to different buildings while brick masons finished repairing everything.

      The women were currently housed in a building formerly used for palace servants, while the men were relegated to soldiers’ barracks.

      Jacosta saw me approaching and smiled. “Ready for seconds? We restart the Games after lunch.”

      “No thanks, I know when I’ve had my ass whipped,” I joked.

      “But what an ass,” she said with a grin, then frowned as she looked at me more closely. “Is everything alright?”

      “No… actually, it’s not.”

      I told her the details in brief: diplomatic mission with Valasia, gone for two weeks at least.

      Since she was fairly unflappable, I’d counted on Jacosta being the one to take the news the best. She didn’t disappoint.

      “Oh,” she said glumly. “Well, it’s a great honor – most Apprentices have to serve years before they’re allowed to go on a mission with a Master. I haven’t gone on one yet.”

      “I would gladly give up the honor,” I said drily.

      “It’ll be over before you know it.”

      “I know, but I’m going to miss you.”

      She gave a mischievous smile. “Want to abscond to the woods and show me how much you’ll miss me?”

      I grinned. “I would, but I have two other women to tell, preparations to make, and I leave in an hour.”

      “We could make it quick.”

      “When I get back,” I promised. “And we’ll make it long and drawn-out.”

      Jacosta sighed, then smiled. “Well… something to look forward to. Good luck with the negotiations.”

      “Thanks.”

      I gave her a long, lingering kiss, then went to my next destination.

      I found Pela in the infirmary, just as I’d expected. She had checked in to make sure she wasn’t needed before heading off to lunch.

      “Is Mistress Weera here?” I asked as I entered the front door.

      “No – why – is anything wrong?” she asked, a crease in her brow. Ever since the night of the attack, she’d become something of a worrywart.

      “No, just wanted to make sure we’re alone,” I said, glancing around to make sure there were no eavesdropping Apprentices about.

      “Ohhhhh,” she murmured, a bright red blush coming to her face.

      Then she all but tackled me, pressing her massive breasts up against me as she stood on her tiptoes for a kiss.

      I laughed and kissed her quickly, then stopped her hands as she began undoing my belt. “Pela, Pela – hold on, we have to talk.”

      She froze and looked up at me in sheer terror. “You’re not – you’re not ending things, are you?!”

      “What?! No! No, I just got word that I have to leave for a couple of weeks.”

      I repeated the details I’d told Jacosta – but I got a markedly different reaction.

      “Oh NO,” she moaned. “I don’t know how I’ll get along without… you know,” she whispered, as she put her fingers down the front of my pants.

      “Pela, come on,” I said with a laugh as I gently extracted her hand. “I have to leave in less than an hour.”

      “Please, Rylan,” she begged. “Please. Just quickly – ”

      “Pela – ”

      “Just let me put you in my mouth, then,” she whispered, her eyes big and longing as she fought her way back into my pants. “Just let me do that…”

      “Pela – as much as I want to, I have to prepare to leave – ”

      “But Rylan, two weeks!” she pouted, stamping her tiny foot.

      “I know, I know… we’ll have quite the celebration when I return, alright?” I said, and kissed her deeply.

      When I took my leave of her, I had to physically pull her hand out of my trousers.

      The last up was Shala… and she was the one whose reaction I was least looking forward to.

      In fact, I didn’t find her; she found me coming out of the infirmary.

      Thank the gods I didn’t come out with the smell of sex on me.

      “Why in Tarlock’s name are you going on this trip?!” she said angrily as she stomped over to me.

      “Ah, so you’ve heard.”

      “I just found out I’m to report to the royal stables in half an hour to see you and Valasia off!”

      I couldn’t help but notice that she didn’t use the title ‘Mistress,’ which was unusual. I also noticed the acid tone in her voice when she said the enchantress’s name.

      “What’s wrong with her?” I asked with a frown.

      “She – I don’t know – why couldn’t they send you with Mistress Weera or Mistress Dauvia instead?” Shala muttered angrily.

      I stifled a smile. Neither Weera nor Dauvia were attractive. At ALL. Weera was middle-aged and weighed more than Pela, Shala, and Jacosta put together. And Dauvia was even older, and often mistaken for a man.

      I put my arms around Shala’s waist and drew her up against me. “Jealous, are we?”

      “Oh, you – !” she exclaimed, and angrily pushed against my chest.

      I laughed and kissed her hard.

      She resisted for a few seconds… and then melted into me.

      When I finally pulled back, I raised an eyebrow and gave her a half-smile. “See? How difficult was that?”

      She frowned. “How difficult was what?”

      “Kissing me and saying, ‘I’ll miss you, Rylan,’ instead of going into a jealous fit.”

      She glared at me. “For good reason.”

      “Which is what?”

      “Mistress Valasia is a very beautiful woman, and you know it.”

      “So? Weren’t you the one who told me when we first met that dalliances between Masters and Apprentices are strictly forbidden?”

      In fact, it was one of the things we had discussed on our trip from Rivermeet to Evernal.

      “…yes…” Shala grumbled.

      “And you seriously think Valasia is going to violate that rule?”

      “No… but you might,” she muttered.

      I laughed. “Me?! Exactly how do you think I’m going to violate that rule without her participation?”

      “You can be very persuasive when you want to be,” Shala said in a voice that was half sexy, half resentful.

      “Is that so.”

      “Yes. Besides, Apprentices almost never slept with each other until you showed up,” she said with a smirk. “I can foresee you challenging other rules, as well.”

      “I think I’ll stick to Apprentices,” I teased her. “They’re enough of a handful as it is.”

      Shala glared at the infirmary. “I’ll bet they are.”

      I sighed. “I’ve told you before, jealousy is incredibly unbecoming.”

      “I know, I just… I want you, and I don’t want you to leave. And if there can only be one girl you sleep with before you go, I want it to be me.”

      “Unfortunately, there can be none. We leave in half an hour, and I have packing and preparations to make.”

      “Please?” she whispered. “Can’t we just sneak off for ten minutes and – ”

      “In broad daylight? My, you are getting bold.”

      She made a face, then dropped her eyes. “I’ll just… I’ll miss you terribly…”

      “And I you.” I tipped up her chin with my hand so I could look into her eyes. “I’ll be counting the minutes till I’m back in your arms.”

      “And bed,” she whispered with a mischievous grin.

      “And rooftops… and hidden bowers… and rose bushes…” I said, naming some of the places we had made love.

      “Oh, you!” she growled and pretended to be mad, but she laughed all the same.

      I gave her a long kiss, then turned her around and swatted her on her behind. “Go on. I’ll see you soon.”

      “…fine…” she grumbled, then wandered off across the campus, throwing longing glances back my way.

      That was it for the goodbyes. Now I had to grab something to eat.

      I went to the meal hall and found Joot packing away three different desserts.

      “Rylan!” he exclaimed when I sat down opposite him with a plate of roast beef and potatoes. “What’s this about you going on a mission to Ivernwood?”

      “Gods, news travels fast around here…” I muttered.

      “It does when it’s news of this nature! When were you going to tell me?!”

      “I just found out half an hour ago!” I said indignantly.

      “Oh… I suppose news does travel fast, then… but what am I going to do while you’re gone?” Joot asked with a forlorn sigh.

      “Carry on as usual, of course.”

      “No, I mean with Vunhilda!” he whispered, looking around furtively to make sure his paramour wasn’t close enough to hear him talking. “I’d finally gotten her to let me put my hand down her blouse – and now you’re leaving!”

      I suppressed a smile. “You don’t need me around for you to put your hand down her blouse.”

      “Well – no, of course not,” he said, flustered. “It’s just – I wouldn’t have gotten that far without your help, and now I won’t have your advice anymore!”

      “If she’s letting you do that, I think you’ll be fine. Just take it slow, make sure she’s enjoying herself, that she’s not uncomfortable – and if she seems uncomfortable, talk to her. Find out what she’s thinking and feeling. Basically everything I told you before.”

      “Should I – should I try for up the skirt next?” he asked in wild-eyed terror.

      “Maybe just try stroking her knee first. See what happens and go from there.”

      “But where will I do it?!”

      “On her leg,” I said sardonically.

      “No, I mean, where will we… you know… dally?” Joot asked, his voice a strained whisper.

      “Well, one nice part of me being away is that you’ll have our living quarters all to yourself. So dally away.”

      Joot blushed bright red. “We can’t do it there…”

      “Why not?”

      “Well, for one, it’s very cramped.”

      It was true. The former barracks had been partitioned off into rooms, but we barely had enough space for our two cots.

      “Excellent,” I said encouragingly. “You’ll have to have her sit on the bed next to you. Let it all just flow from there.”

      “Yes, but… getting her into the room past all the other guys will be a problem…”

      “We have a window, Joot, and our room’s on the ground floor. Sneak her in through that.”

      “Oh, right…” He twisted his hands frantically as he came up with every possible reason not to have Vunhilda alone with him. “But the other Apprentices will be able to hear…”

      “So be quiet.”

      “Yes, but…” Joot looked around us like there might be a spy listening in. “When I put my hand down her blouse, she, uh… she can become quite loud…”

      “What, telling you to stop?”

      “No!” Joot said, looking shocked. “Moaning!”

      I closed my eyes wearily. “Joot… if the girl is moaning just from you putting your hand down her shirt, I don’t think you’ll have any problem at all taking it to the next step. You certainly don’t need any more advice from me.”

      “But I just don’t think the barracks are the place for it…”

      “So sneak into our old room back in the dormitory.”

      Joot’s eyes bulged wide. “What?! But we’re not allowed in there!”

      It was true. The dormitory was off-limits until construction was finished.

      I shrugged. “Our room wasn’t damaged. And the beds are still in there.”

      “But – but that’s against the rules!”

      “Do you think I would let that stop me?”

      “…no…”

      “So don’t let it stop you.”

      “But what if we get caught?”

      “Well, if she doesn’t want to do it, don’t force her. But the worst that can happen is you get caught and the Masters slap you with tedious chores for a week or two. It’s worth the risk. I promise you, if you sneak her in, you’ll look like a daring bad boy. She won’t be able to resist you.”

      Joot started sweating. “Daring bad boy… right…”

      “Just be sure you don’t act nervous when you do it. Be confident – devil-may-care.”

      “Confident… devil-may-care… maybe I should write this down,” he said worriedly.

      “You don’t have to write it down, Joot,” I said in a deadpan voice. “Just act natural.”

      “But I’m naturally nervous!”

      “Then act unnatural and you’ll be fine.”

      I spent a few more minutes giving him advice between bites of food, then begged off to go back to our room and pack.

      Joot looked absolutely miserable.

      “You’re supposed to be having fun!” I said. “Smile! Enjoy yourself! Stay positive! And good luck! I look forward to hearing about your exploits when I return.”

      “As if there will be any…” he muttered.

      “JOOT – ”

      “Of course there will be exploits!” he said, putting on a contrived smile. “Many, many exploits!”

      “That’s the spirit,” I said with a laugh. “See you in a few weeks.”

      I was almost to the barracks when I ran into the one person I didn’t think I would see before I departed…

      And who, in some ways, I wanted to see most.

      Elara.

      She saw me from a distance and walked over to intercept me. Her hair shone like gold in the sunlight, and her figure was luscious beneath her tight-fitting blouse and pants.

      “So you’re going on a mission to Ivernwood and Heindell,” she said coldly.

      “I am, your highness.”

      I knew she hated me using her royal title – which is why I did it.

      She squinted at me in distaste but ignored my teasing manner. “Why you?”

      “Just lucky, I guess,” I said sardonically. After all, this damn mission was the last thing I wanted.

      “I’m serious,” Elara said, her voice betraying a touch of anger. “You’ve been here less than two months. There are mages who have trained her for years who haven’t been on a mission.”

      “Have you been on a mission?”

      She blushed slightly. “No, but that’s not the point – ”

      “I think that’s entirely the point,” I said with a laugh. “You’re jealous!”

      “NO,” she snapped.

      I started off towards the barracks, forcing her to walk with me. “Well, you’re welcome to go in my place. I certainly don’t want it.”

      She looked shocked. “You don’t?!”

      “No, I’m happy here in Evernal. Why would I want to go traipsing off to other lands to put on a dog and pony show for a bunch of kings and mages I’ll never see again?”

      “But – it’s a great honor – ”

      “They can keep their great honor.”

      “But you could make connections! In another couple of years, you could end up serving as a Master on another Council!”

      “I don’t care about becoming a Master. I only care about honing my powers and protecting my village and friends from the Overlord. Beyond that, they can go stick their ‘honors’ where the sun doesn’t shine.”

      That set her off.

      Elara stopped in her tracks and raised her voice. “You entitled, self-involved, ungrateful little – ”

      I whirled around angrily to face her. “What the hell are you on about?! How is wanting to save people ‘entitled’ and ‘ungrateful’?!”

      “There are Apprentices who would give a great deal to be in your position – ”

      “What, like you?” I snapped. “Go talk to Merrick! Convince him, and you can go in my place!”

      “The Grand Master obviously decided on you,” she fumed.

      “Well, then, go piss on his boots, not mine!”

      I turned to go –

      “You don’t appreciate anything you’ve been given,” she hissed.

      I turned back around. “‘Given’?!”

      “Yes, given,” she said defiantly. “A new home – friends who care about you – ”

      “Maybe you didn’t understand when I said the part about protecting my village and friends, but I meant my friends here. In Evernal. Like how I risked my life last month to help them – ”

      I got up right next to her, close enough that we could kiss.

      “ – especially the ones who stood up for me,” I said in a low, sultry voice.

      She swallowed as she peered up at me.

      When Ravik had held his joke of a trial, Elara had stood up to her father and argued for my release. She had risked a great deal on my behalf, and had incurred the king’s wrath because of it.

      Then she had thrown her support behind me right before the battle in order to convince the other Apprentices to follow me.

      She knew that was exactly what I was talking about.

      Our eyes stayed locked. She never looked away.

      I leaned over slightly, my lips moving to kiss her…

      And then she went and ruined the moment.

      “You’ve been given esteem and respect, yet you just throw away like it’s garbage,” she hissed.

      I paused and frowned. “I earned that esteem and respect.”

      “How?” she challenged me. “By fighting in the battle?”

      “Yes!”

      “Everyone fought, but not everyone’s getting to go to Ivernwood and Heindell, are they?” she asked sourly.

      I squinted at her in confusion. Why the hell was she harping on this? Who cared about going to –

      And then suddenly it all made sense.

      “Ohhhhhh… I get it now…”

      “What?” she asked distrustfully, like I was trying to pull a trick on her.

      “This isn’t about me. This is about you. You want to go on the trip because you want to escape Evernal.”

      “What?! That’s ridiculous!” she snapped. “I don’t want to ‘escape’ Evernal!”

      “Maybe not escape the city or the people, but you want to escape your role. Your life. You want to do what you want to do, not what other people say you have to do. But that’s not possible as long as you’re third in line to the throne, is it?”

      Her eyes widened and she stepped backwards, but she didn’t say anything. That’s when I knew I’d hit the nail on the head.

      “You’re locked into a life you never wanted,” I said. “And you see becoming a Master on some other city’s Council as the key to your escape.”

      “That’s not true,” she protested, a bit too vehemently.

      “Isn’t it? The rumor is, you had to fight your father to enroll as a mage in the Academy. Did you fight him, too, to try to go on missions like this one?”

      Elara turned deep pink – as close to a confession as I was likely to get.

      “There’s a simple solution, Elara,” I said.

      “…what?” she asked with equal parts wariness and hope.

      “Just leave. Take some money, get a horse, and set out tonight. Go find the life you so desperately want, because you’re not going to find it here.”

      Her eyes widened in alarm, just like Joot’s had ten minutes earlier. “I – I can’t do that!”

      “Of course you can. I know you can get the money and the horse without any problem at all, and your powers will keep you safe on the road.”

      “But – I can’t! I have duties here – I have obligations and responsibilities, and – ”

      “And yet you were more than willing to chuck them all for a chance to go to Ivernwood.”

      She glared at me. “For two weeks.”

      “Then disappear for two weeks! After that you can decide if you want to come back. All your duties and obligations and responsibilities will still be here waiting for you.”

      “All the answers come to you soooo easily, don’t they?” she sneered. “My life is very different from yours, you know. I’m not a fisherman in some pissant backwater village.”

      As soon as she said it, she knew she’d crossed over a line. Her eyes widened in alarm.

      “Rylan, I – I didn’t mean – ”

      “Yes, our lives are very different, Princess,” I said coldly. “I chose to come here because I was convinced there was a threat that would destroy my loved ones if I didn’t come. You stay here because you’re too afraid to do anything else.”

      Her guilt turned back into anger. “You arrogant little – ”

      “That’s the difference between you and me, Elara. Once this is all over and the Overlord’s dead, I’ll go back home. Or maybe I’ll go see the world. Who knows. But I’ll do it because I choose to do it. But you’ll still be trapped here in the life you hate, because you refuse to make a choice. If you’re too afraid to stand up to your father and take control of your life, don’t get angry with me. Go look in a mirror for the person to blame.”

      Then I turned on my heels and walked away.

      Elara didn’t call to me or say anything more.

      By the time I had reached the barracks, she was gone.
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      I packed quickly. There wasn’t much that I owned – three changes of shirts, pants, and cloaks provided by the Academy… a fancier version of dress robes for special occasions… and the knife, sheath, and belt I’d brought from my village. That was about it.

      I was in a foul mood after my talk with Elara. All I could think about was her haughty condescension.

      ‘Pissant backwater village,’ indeed.

      She wouldn’t still be an heir to the throne if I hadn’t left my pissant backwater village to come save her ungrateful ass.

      On the other hand, the attack on Evernal might never have happened if I hadn’t come here. After all, it was me they were after…

      And Elara had thrown her weight as princess behind me when she ordered the other Apprentices to follow my plan…

      …screw it. I was done thinking about Miss High and Mighty. I wouldn’t see her for two weeks, and that was fine by me.

      After I finished packing, I headed on over to the stables. Not the underground one that Merrick used to store his menagerie, but the one where the horses were kept.

      Valasia was already there, overseeing the stablehands as they readied two beautiful horses for us: a black stallion and a chestnut mare.

      The enchantress was looking beautiful herself, her mouthwatering curves cloaked in leather riding breeches and a tight-fitting blouse. Her long, black, curly hair spilled out over her shoulders.

      “Well, look who’s on time,” she said with a slight smile.

      “I am a time mage, after all,” I joked.

      “Is that one of your powers? Punctuality? If so, it’s one you don’t use very often in your classes,” she teased.

      “I only save it for special occasions.” I looked around the stables. “I brought a horse with me from Rivermeet – ”

      “Aye, the gray mare,” one of the stablehands said, a weather-beaten old man. “We’ve got her well-taken care of.”

      “Can’t I take her?”

      “She’s a bit on the run-down side, lad,” the man said. “Good fer village to village, not the best for a long trip.”

      Gods – was everyone going to pick on Rivermeet today?

      I sighed. “Fine. Which one’s mine?”

      “The stallion. ‘Ere ya go, young master,” the stablehand said as he produced a leather pack. I stuffed my clothes into it, and he attached it to the stallion’s saddle. “The other saddlebags have already got beddin’ for sleepin’ outdoors, ‘n plenty jerky ‘n hardtack.”

      “That won’t be necessary,” Valasia said. “We’ll be staying and eating at inns along the way.”

      “Well… just fer safety’s sake, Mistress.”

      “Probably wise,” Valasia agreed. “Thank you for preparing the horses.”

      “Nothin’ to it, Mistress.”

      Valasia turned to me as the men made the final preparations – tightening up straps, checking the reins.

      “Did you get to say your goodbyes?” she asked.

      “In what little time I had,” I said with a tone of rebuke.

      “Yes – it would have been nicer to have had longer,” a familiar voice spoke up.

      I looked over to see Shala and Merrick walking towards us. Shala was staring dourly at Valasia.

      “Well, the reunion will be all the sweeter, then,” Valasia said with a tight smile. Then she turned to Merrick. “Is everything ready?”

      “It is,” he said. “I have Master Graffin up in the tower, ready to pull the necessary crystals so Shala can port you out.”

      “‘Ready to’?” I asked. “How’s he going to know when we’re ready?”

      “I left a raven with him,” Merrick explained. “When you’re about to depart, the bird will tap on its cage, then do the same after you’ve left.”

      “Oh.”

      Not a bad little system of communication.

      “How far can our little portal mage take us?” Valasia asked Merrick.

      It was a vaguely insulting way of talking about Shala, who was standing right there in front of her.

      Shala glowered. “The ‘little portal mage’ can send you as far north as Vernik.”

      Valasia clucked. “Vernik? We might as well ride.”

      “Be my guest,” Shala seethed.

      It was fascinating – the two women were being catty as hell with each other, which made absolutely no sense. I expected that kind of behavior from Shala, but not Valasia.

      Maybe the older woman didn’t care to put up with Shala’s jealous nonsense. On the other hand, Valasia was actively stoking it…

      “We can get the traitor in the dungeon to send you farther, if you like,” Merrick said sarcastically.

      “Knowing Lammel, he’d send us right to the Overlord,” Valasia said. “I suppose Vernik will do.”

      Shala looked like she would have raked her fingernails down Valasia’s exquisite face if given half the chance.

      “Do you mind giving us a minute?” I asked as I stepped over to Shala.

      “Just a minute,” Valasia said with a smirk.

      “Less would be preferable,” Merrick said without any sense of humor at all.

      I pulled Shala by the hand over behind a horse stall where the others couldn’t see us.

      “What are you – ” she whispered –

      I kissed her quickly and quietly.

      When I stopped, she was blushing bright red. She wore a giant smile, but her eyes were wide, and she kept glancing furtively at where Merrick and Valasia stood on the other side of the stall.

      “Rylan! They’re standing right over there!” she whispered, half-delighted, half-alarmed.

      “They already know, so…”

      I drew her close to my body and kissed her again.

      She returned the kiss fervently until Valasia coughed.

      “Ahem.”

      Shala broke off the kiss and bored a hole through the wooden stall with her eyes. “That horrid woman…” she whispered.

      I laughed and took Shala’s hand. “Now, now… play nice.”

      We walked back out to the horses, and I left Shala at Merrick’s side.

      “You do know that, officially, none of the rules governing relationships between Apprentices have been relaxed – don’t you?” the Grand Master asked me acerbically.

      “Well, now that you’re Grand Master, you should get on that right away,” I said cheekily as I put my foot in the stirrup and pulled myself up into the saddle. “Two weeks should be plenty of time to get it done.”

      Valasia just laughed as she mounted her mare.

      Merrick squinted at me humorlessly, then said, “Ready, Shala?”

      “Ready.”

      “Wait for my command.” Purple patterns within rings of light appeared around Merrick’s fingers. He was letting Master Graffin know we were ready by commanding the raven to peck at its cage. “Alright – now.”

      Shala lifted her own hands, and yellow bands of light circled around her wrists.

      An instant later, a fiery portal appeared in front of us, nine feet in diameter. Inside the burning ring, I saw green farmland and a small village in the distance.

      The horses neighed and fidgeted a bit, but Valasia drove hers through the portal by spurring her heels into its side.

      I looked back at Shala and winked. “Be back before you know it.”

      “Take care,” she said. Her voice and expression betrayed her heavy heart.

      I nodded at Merrick, who nodded back at me, and I spurred my stallion through the portal.

      I came out next to Valasia in a field of alfalfa.

      I looked back and saw Merrick and Shala inside the shadows of the stables –

      And then the portal shrank and disappeared into sparks.

      Valasia and I and our horses were alone in the field.

      “Well, let’s get on the beaten path, shall we?” she said as she directed her horse towards a road running alongside the field.

      I followed her without a word. The road was deserted, though there were peasants working the fields several hundred feet away. They stared in open wonder at the two strangers who had suddenly appeared on horseback from within a fiery circle.

      “Are the two of you serious?” Valasia asked as our horses clopped lazily along.

      I looked at her in surprise. “Shala and me?”

      “Well, didn’t mean you and the Grand Master,” she said with a light laugh.

      Merrick barely tolerated my relationships, though after a brief confrontation when I first slept with Shala, he generally turned a blind eye.

      The other Masters ignored my dalliances entirely – well, besides Ravik and his insults about servicing mares, that is.

      But I had never been directly questioned by a Master about them before.

      I thought about Valasia’s question carefully before answering. “I care for her… but I’m not ready to settle down.”

      “I would ask whether she knows about the other girls you’re seeing, but after the trial Master Ravik put on, everyone knows about them,” she said with a half-smile. “I guess more to the point, though, is are they all fine with the arrangement?”

      I frowned. “Is this a common line of questioning between Masters and Apprentices on missions?”

      “Just trying to pass the time. We have a lot of it ahead of us. So?”

      “‘So’ what?”

      “Are they all fine with the arrangement?”

      “Some more than others, but they all know that if they want to continue with me, they have to accept it.”

      “That’s a bit harsh, isn’t it?” Valasia asked.

      “They’re grown women. They can decide for themselves, and they can stop anytime they choose with no hard feelings on my part. Can we talk about something else?”

      “Fine,” Valasia said, with a bit of mock annoyance to be leaving such a fascinating topic. “What do you want to talk about?”

      “How far are we going?”

      “Not far. There’s a village with an inn about twenty miles north of here. We’ll stay the night there.”

      “Is that the last inn for a while?”

      “No, there’s one every twenty to thirty miles.”

      I frowned. “Then why did we leave so abruptly?”

      “We were only waiting on permission from the king. Once that was granted, the Grand Master decided time was of the essence.”

      “Why the hurry?”

      “Now that the Dark Alliance knows Grand Master Arjen is dead and Lammel is our prisoner, we’re inviting trouble by staying understaffed. Especially since we no longer have a Portal Master.”

      “It’s been a month since Arjen died and Lammel was sent to the dungeon. If time is so important, then – ”

      “You really should refer to Masters by their title,” she interrupted me.

      I gave a slight frown. “Well, I normally do with Grand Master Arjen, but I notice you didn’t use ‘Master’ when you referred to Lammel earlier.”

      “Lammel’s a traitor. He lost the honor of being called a Master when he sided against us. But that’s not what I meant. I’ve noticed you’re quite often remiss in using the titles.”

      “We’re going to be spending two weeks with each other. Are you really going to be that fusty and uptight and make me say ‘Master’ this and ‘Mistress’ that?”

      Her lips pursed in a slight smile. “Alright… we can dispense with decorum on the journey. But once we’re in Ivernwood, I need you to show respect – not just towards the mages on their Council, but in referring to our own back in Evernal.”

      “Agreed. Speaking of Ivernwood, if time is of the essence, then why the hell did we wait so long to go there?”

      “Politics, mostly,” Valasia said in a bored voice. “King Havas had to decide which other kings he most wanted to reach out to… and that included spy reports and weighing the benefits and so on and so forth. Not to mention that Merrick needed some time to settle in as Grand Master. It wouldn’t very well do to have him take the job and then for me to leave the next day. Then he’d be down three mages.”

      The Council had had thirteen mages before the Dark Alliance’s attack. With Arjen and Lammel gone, that made eleven… and with Valasia away, it was now ten.

      “Isn’t Merrick worried about an attack while we’re gone?” I asked.

      “The Dark Alliance is probably licking their wounds after their failure. They had one shot with Lammel, and they blew it.”

      “I saw the Overlord’s legions through Lammel’s portal,” I said grimly. “Trust me, I don’t think they’re licking their wounds.”

      “Well, they most certainly won’t risk another large-scale attack on Evernal again. Maybe something a bit more clandestine, but not another army of orcs and goblins.”

      “Since they were after me, is it really wise to send me away from the city right now?”

      Valasia smiled. “Why do you think you’re coming with me?”

      I stared at her. “You mean – Merrick sent me away because I was in danger?!”

      “Let’s just say our spies heard some chatter about another attack. Nothing definite, but still concerning.”

      I panicked, thinking of Shala, Jacosta, Pela, Joot – and yes, even Elara. I couldn’t bear to think of them facing down the Dark Alliance without me. “But then I definitely should be back there!”

      “First you’re concerned that you shouldn’t be out here exposed, and now you want to go back and fight another invasion,” Valasia said tartly. “You’re stuck with me on this mission, Rylan. The sooner you accept that fact, the happier you’ll be.”

      “But – as soon as they find out I’ve left the city with you, surely the Overlord’s spies – ”

      “What do you think we look like, Rylan?” Valasia asked.

      “…look like?”

      “Yes – how do you think we appear to others, right now, at this very second?”

      “Like a Master mage and an Apprentice.”

      “No. To the casual observer on the side of the road, I’m an old crone in rags on a bony nag, and you’re my slightly younger sister riding an equally run-down horse.”

      My eyes widened. “What?! How?!”

      Valasia lifted her hand, and for the first time I saw the flicker of a small, pink band of light around her wrist.

      “Why do you think they sent an Enchanting Mage with you?” she asked, a gleam of mischief in her eyes and a smile on her lips. “To cloak us both in illusions, that’s why.”

      “Why don’t I see it?”

      “Because I’m excluding you from the spell. You see what I see.”

      “But if there are spies, surely they’ll know we’ve departed – it will be simple enough to figure out that the only two people leaving Evernal aren’t old women, but an illusion – ”

      “First off, there are hundreds of people who leave Evernal every day. Second off, your objection is precisely why Merrick is sending out soldiers in disguise as Masters, with young men who resemble you, to the south, east, and west.”

      “But those farmers back there!” I said, pointing over my shoulder. “They saw us come out of the portal!”

      “I was using my powers from the very beginning. They never saw the portal.”

      “But they were gawking at us – they must have seen us emerge out of thin air!”

      “They saw two old, unescorted women riding horses, something they don’t normally see, especially when they’re as ugly as we appear to them. Trust me, they won’t think twice about it an hour from now.”

      “But – ”

      Valasia interrupted me with an exasperated sigh. “You are indefatigable in your objections, do you know that?”

      “I have no idea what indefatigable means.”

      “It means you never tire and you never let up.”

      “That’s a pretty good description,” I admitted with a grin. I pointed at the tiny pink band around her wrist. “While I’m being indefatigable, how is that your spell-cast is so small?”

      “Because limiting my powers to just you and me is child’s play. I can create vast illusions. Two old women on horseback is nothing.”

      “Huh… so if there were rumors of another attack, are my friends safe back in the city?”

      “Eminently safe.”

      “I hope that means safer than a month ago,” I said sarcastically.

      “We were taken unawares with a traitor in our midst. Now we’re prepared, and the traitor is gone.”

      “At least the one you know of.”

      “Great efforts were taken to ferret out any more conspirators. All the Masters passed the tests.”

      “And what tests were those?”

      “A potion of truth-telling, a mind probe by Master Igert, and a Mystical Binding of Truth. A liar might have been able to circumvent one of them, but not all three. Now, do you have any more questions?” she asked in a mocking voice.

      “As a matter of fact, I do. Why did Lammel switch sides to the Dark Alliance?”

      Valasia suddenly grew serious. “That we don’t know entirely. We assume for all the regular reasons anyone turns traitor – power… money… resentment…”

      “How do you not know? Didn’t you question him?”

      “Of course we did, but he wasn’t exactly forthcoming.”

      “What about your potions and mind probes and Mystical Truth thing? Didn’t you use those on him?”

      “We did, but he resisted them.”

      “You just said that a liar could get around one of them, but not all three – so what good are they if Lammel could resist them?!”

      “If the subject participates willingly, which all the Masters did, then they can’t evade the truth coming out. If they’d resisted, that would have been an immediate red flag that they were hiding something. But if the subject doesn’t participate willingly and doesn’t want to reveal anything, we can’t force the truth out of them. Lammel resisted at every turn.”

      “Some hot irons and the rack might have loosened his tongue,” I said darkly.

      Valasia looked at me sternly. “We don’t torture in Evernal. Besides, we wouldn’t have been able to trust any of his answers. A man in agony will say anything to make it stop.”

      “I guess,” I grumbled. “It’s just… when a bunch of orcs and goblins come after you specifically, it’s… well, it’s unnerving, to say the least.”

      She softened her tone. “I can imagine.”

      “And not just orcs and goblins, either. Did you know Kovis Von? Merrick said he was a mage in Evernal once.”

      Kovis was the mage who had come after me at both Rivermeet and in the attack on Evernal – specifically to deliver me to the Overlord. He wore an eye-patch, his power was invulnerability, and we had only barely defeated him when Shala’s closing portal cut him in half.

      Valasia’s face grew dark. “He was before my time in Evernal, but I knew of him.”

      “What can you tell me about him?”

      “What has Merrick told you?”

      “Nothing, except that Kovis turned traitor and joined the Dark Alliance.”

      Valasia shrugged. “I’m afraid I have little to add.”

      “What? Surely you must have heard talk – ”

      “I heard that he was a hothead and a braggart who wanted more power. When the Council refused to make him a Master, he left. End of story. As I said, that was before my time.”

      I looked at Valasia carefully. For some reason, I couldn’t quite shake the feeling that she wasn’t telling me everything she knew about Kovis Von.

      “Alright, then… you, Ravik, and Merrick,” I said. “What’s going on there?”

      She burst out laughing. “My, there’s no beating around the bush with you, is there?”

      “Why beat around the bush?”

      “We are on a diplomatic mission, Rylan. Beating around the bush is essentially the heart of diplomacy.”

      “Then bringing me on your diplomatic mission was a grave mistake.”

      “I’m beginning to agree with you for a variety of reasons,” she said with another laugh.

      “So what’s going on with the three of you?”

      “What makes you think there’s something going on?”

      “Because there’s an odd… energy there.”

      “You are just full of questions, aren’t you?”

      “Indefatigable, I’ve been told,” I said with a grin. “Besides, you were the one who said we had a lot of time to fill.”

      “So I did. And I’m beginning to regret it.”

      “I don’t care about regrets. Tell me.”

      She grinned. “It’s personal.”

      “Said the woman asking me about who I was sleeping with.”

      Valasia laughed. “Touché. Alright… fine. I used to be… involved with both of them.”

      I raised an eyebrow. “Really.”

      “Really.”

      “At the same time?”

      “NO, not at the same time!” she cried out with another laugh. “What do you take me for?!”

      “A human being,” I retorted. “I’m involved with three women at the same time.”

      “And working on a fourth, it would seem,” Valasia said with a mysterious smile.

      I looked at her with a frown. “Which one?”

      Valasia burst out laughing. “Which ONE?”

      I grinned. “I’m always working on a fourth.”

      “Hahaha – ‘always working on a fourth’… oh, dear, you really are a cad…”

      “I am not,” I said with a huff. “I’m a man with needs and wants looking for women with the same needs and wants. Nothing more, nothing less.”

      “And there are a great many women with those needs and wants, hm?” Valasia asked with a smirk.

      “There are, considering how uptight and persnickety all your rules and regulations at the Academy are,” I said. “So, which ‘fourth’ were you referring to?”

      “The one with royal blood.”

      “Oh, that,” I said with an exasperated grunt.

      Valasia laughed even harder. “I don’t think King Havas would appreciate you dismissing your attempts to seduce his daughter as, ‘Oh, THAT’!”

      “He probably wouldn’t appreciate my attempts to seduce his daughter, period.”

      “Can’t argue with you there,” she agreed merrily.

      “How did you know about that, anyway?”

      “Oh, I don’t know… there’s just an odd energy there,” she said mockingly, throwing my earlier words back at me.

      “Ha ha, very funny,” I said without amusement. “Is it really that obvious?”

      “It’s extremely obvious.”

      “Well, it doesn’t matter. She’s not interested.”

      “Oh, I wouldn’t say that…”

      I looked over at her in surprise. “What?”

      Valasia gave me an amused smile. “You really think she’s not interested? For a man with a way with women, you’re quite the dull boy sometimes.”

      “She was dismissive and contemptuous towards me the last time we spoke,” I said grimly, thinking back to her comments about me being a simple fisherman from Rivermeet.

      “She’s a princess. They tend to do that.”

      “She’s also resisted every single advance I’ve ever made.”

      “Again, she’s a princess. They tend to do that.”

      “Is that so,” I said drily.

      “It is so. You may be able to flit from bed to bed as you please, Rylan, but there would be consequences for her you can’t even imagine. She has the whole of Evernal’s future resting on her shoulders, and it’s a heavy load.”

      “She doesn’t want it.”

      “You’re right,” Valasia agreed. “But sometimes we are given burdens we have no choice but to accept.”

      “You know what I think?”

      “What, that you should be working on a fifth as well?” she asked with a grin.

      “Well, of course, but that’s just obvious,” I joked.

      She burst out with another peal of laughter. She had a beautiful laugh – I loved hearing it.

      “What I think,” I continued, “is that you got on this entire track to get away from answering my questions about Merrick and Ravik.”

      “What?! Noooooo,” she said mockingly.

      “Mm-hm,” I said with a grin. “Thought so.”

      “Well… I am a master of misdirection…” she said mischievously.

      “Come on, out with it. The last you’d said, you were involved with both of them… though not flitting from bed to bed.”

      “Definitely not flitting from bed to bed,” she said with another laugh.

      “Did you break up with one and go directly to the other?”

      “No, absolutely not. There was a period of over a year between them.”

      I raised an eyebrow. “Were there other beds you flitted to in that year?”

      “NO,” Valasia shouted, then shook her head with a gigantic grin. “I can’t believe I’m even having this conversation.”

      “You started it – ”

      “I most certainly did not!”

      “With questions about me and Shala? You most certainly did!”

      “Oh, that…”

      “I don’t appreciate you dismissing my attempts to seduce Shala with, ‘Oh, THAT,’” I said, humorously calling back to her comments about King Havas and Elara.

      “Fine,” she said in exasperation. “NO, I did not… dally with anyone between them.”

      “Who were you involved with first?”

      “Ravik.”

      “Terrible choice, by the way,” I said.

      She laughed long and hard. “In retrospect, I have to agree with you. But, like you, he’s quite the… persistent one.”

      “Me? Persistent? Nooo.”

      “Oh, you’re right, you’re not persistent at all,” she said drily.

      “So… you and Ravik. Who decided to end things?”

      “I did. It was obvious it wasn’t going to work out.”

      “Obviously.”

      She looked at me and grinned. “Why obviously?”

      “Well, you’re a gorgeous woman who could have anyone she wanted, and he’s – ugh – Ravik.”

      She laughed again. “He’s rather handsome, you have to give him that.”

      “If he weren’t scowling all the time, he might be.”

      She smiled and looked off into the distance. “I’m glad to know you think I’m a gorgeous woman.”

      “Again… obvious. So what about Merrick?”

      She sighed. “That was destined not to work out, either.”

      “Why not?”

      “I don’t know if you’ve noticed this,” she said in jest, “but Merrick likes animals a great deal more than people.”

      “You’re right, I hadn’t noticed,” I said, going along with the joke.

      “Yes, well… there was a time when he seemed to be mildly more interested in me than his wyverns, but that turned out to be brief indeed. So… that didn’t work out, either.”

      “Surprise, surprise.”

      “Yes.”

      “Let me guess: Ravik’s the jealous type, and doesn’t like that you and Merrick were together.”

      “Correct.”

      “Was there bad blood between them before you and Merrick were involved?”

      “There was,” she said, though she grew noticeably cooler as she said it.

      “What was it?”

      “That is not my tale to tell,” she said primly. “If you want to know, you’ll have to ask them.”

      “Merrick will never tell me anything, and Ravik hates me so much he’d rather burn me at the stake than speak a civil word to me.”

      “Well, after you called him a gelding, I can understand why!” she said, bursting out laughing once again.

      “Apparently I was wrong about the gelding part,” I said with an insinuating smile.

      Valasia turned on me and shook a half-joking, half-threatening finger at me. “If you ever use this information against me – ”

      “I don’t kiss and tell, Mistress,” I said. “And I don’t betray confidences.”

      “…good,” she said, turning back in her saddle to face forwards. Then she gave a tiny smile. “And what’s with this ‘Mistress’ stuff? I thought we were relaxing decorum until we reached Ivernwood.”

      I was a little taken aback by that, but pleasantly so.

      “Alright… Valasia,” I said.

      She turned and smiled at me. “Good… Rylan.”

      “By the way, were there other men in your life after Merrick?” I asked.

      She turned towards me indignantly. “You’re a very nosy person, do you know that?”

      I laughed. “Sorry. I’m just rather open and free about this sort of thing. Didn’t mean to overstep.”

      “Hmf,” she grunted, then turned forwards again. After a long moment’s pause, she said, “No.”

      “No, what?”

      “No, there weren’t any other men.”

      “Really.”

      “Really.”

      “That’s quite a long spell.”

      “A long spell indeed,” she muttered.

      “Well, hopefully you’re taking matters into your own hands, then,” I said with a grin.

      “RYLAN!” she squealed in amused outrage, and we both burst out laughing.

      It was a pleasant rest of the way to the inn, full of merriment and good-natured ribbing.
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      We reached the village just as twilight set in. Compared with Rivermeet, it was more like a large town. A dozen buildings clustered around a town square, which included a statue of King Havas looking off heroically into the distance. I snorted to see it but kept my thoughts to myself.

      Valasia and I surrendered our horses to the stable boy at the inn. He gave us a couple of very odd looks as we handed the horses over to him.

      Valasia produced a silver coin from a purse and put it in his palm. “Make sure you feed and water them well.”

      “Yes ma’am,” he said happily, and led the horses off into the stables.

      “How are you going to keep up the illusion that those horses are nags?” I asked her.

      “Simple: I didn’t,” she said with a grin. “I changed it when we reached the outskirts of town. That’s probably why he was staring at us – he was wondering how two old biddies in rags could afford such glorious mounts.”

      “So we’re still two old women as far as everyone else knows?”

      “Yes – so be careful not to say anything to contradict that.”

      We entered the inn. Off to the left was a dining room half-full with men. Most were drinking, though some were eating as well.

      The smells wafting over from the kitchen were delicious, and my stomach grumbled.

      Valasia went up to the innkeeper at his desk by the stairs. “Your best available room.”

      The man eyed us contemptuously. “Um… my dear, venerable ladies… that would be twenty silver for the night, and – ”

      Valasia slapped down two silver coins. “Have it ready for us by the time we finish dinner. And have the stable boy bring our bags to the room.”

      I chuckled to myself as we walked away from the innkeeper, his eyes bulging out of his head.

      Dinner was amazing, especially after our long ride. Valasia ordered the inn’s best cuts of meat and their finest bottle of wine. Again, we ran into resistance from the waitress – until Valasia produced a handful of silver.

      “Let me know when that runs out,” she said tartly.

      The woman stuttered, swept the coins into her palm, and hurriedly ran to put in our order.

      We sat at a table in the corner by ourselves. Other than an occasional glance our way, the other patrons left us alone.

      “There are distinct advantages to appearing as an old woman,” Valasia muttered.

      “What do you mean?”

      “If I didn’t look like I was eighty with my tits all the way down to my waist, those drunkards over there would never have left me alone.”

      I laughed at the image – and at how surprised the men would have been if they only knew the truth.

      After eating my fill and drinking half a bottle of wine, I sat back contentedly in my chair. “I must say, diplomatic missions are growing on me.”

      Valasia just laughed and lifted her glass of wine. “Here’s to eating out on the king and Council’s dime.”

      “Hear, hear,” I said, draining the last of my glass.

      After dinner, the innkeeper escorted us up to the third story and unlocked a door.

      “Our finest room, as requested,” he said as he carried in our bags personally and set them on the floor.

      The first thing that struck me – other than the spaciousness of the room and the private bathroom with an actual tub – was that there was only one bed in the room. It was large, to be sure – six people could have easily slept in it shoulder-to-shoulder – but in the end, it was only one bed.

      Once the innkeeper left and Valasia locked the door after him, I said, “Um… am I supposed to sleep on the floor?”

      Valasia looked over at me with a frown. “No – why?”

      “There’s only one bed.”

      “So?” she asked as she went over to the window and closed the curtains. Even though the room was mostly dark, the light of the moon still filtered through and cast a ghostly glow on everything.

      “So… that would mean both of us have to sleep in it.”

      “That’s the whole point of a bed, Rylan,” she said drily.

      “You don’t want me to get another room?”

      “Nooo,” she said like I was a rather slow child and she was the patient schoolmarm, “otherwise I would have gotten you a second room.”

      I looked over at the bed. “The both of us sleeping side by side… isn’t that… I don’t know… a bit out of decorum?”

      “Said the man sleeping with three other Apprentices,” she said lightly. “After all our talk this afternoon, decorum flew out the window long ago. It’s fine – stop being such a nervous old maid. I promise, I won’t advantage of you in your sleep.”

      I laughed. Actually, I wouldn’t mind her doing that at all…

      “I’m tired,” Valasia continued, “and we should probably set off first thing tomorrow, so I recommend we go to bed now. Any objections?”

      There probably wasn’t much to do around here besides go and drink in the pub – and I doubted I would have much company if I looked like a withered old woman.

      “No,” I said, “though I don’t know if I’ll be able to go to sleep right away.”

      “Then just lie awake and think of all your lady loves back in Evernal,” she said, and gave me a wicked smile. “Just no taking matters into your own hands, alright?”

      I didn’t exactly blush, but I felt heat creep up my body – especially from between my legs.

      It was a joke I’d made earlier in the day, but to have it repeated now, in these circumstances…

      Valasia turned away from me and began to undress.

      “Um… what are you doing?” I asked, surprised.

      “Taking off my clothes. What, do you wear your riding clothes to bed?”

      “Uh… no…”

      “Good. I don’t want the sheets stinking of horse.”

      I stood there and watched as she removed her riding cloak… then her boots… then pulled off her pants.

      She was silhouetted against the moonlight peeking through the curtains, but I could clearly see her tiny waist and the gorgeous curve of her ass atop thin, shapely legs.

      And from what I could tell, she wasn’t wearing any underwear.

      Then she removed her blouse.

      I gawked in amazement as I saw the outline of her right breast. Her tits appeared to be even larger than Pela’s, and perhaps even firmer, despite Valasia being at least ten years older. Though Valasia was taller, and her bust seemed more proportional to her body.

      She lay the blouse down on the table by the wall, and I watched as her breast quivered alluringly.

      The view, despite being a silhouette, was absolutely glorious – and my manhood reacted accordingly, growing hard as a quarterstaff in my pants.

      Valasia turned around and I could see both breasts now in the dim light, jiggling with every step as she walked over to the bed. I still couldn’t see details, but I could see that her breasts were so large that their sides extended past the edges of her ribcage… and that they were firm, full, and heavy.

      My manhood quickly turned from wood to iron.

      Valasia pulled back the covers and paused.

      “Why aren’t you getting undressed?” she asked as she stared at me in the darkness, then took on a humorously scolding voice. “Were you peeping, you bad boy?”

      It was quite obvious that I had been, so there was no use lying. “I wouldn’t say peeping so much as enjoying the view.”

      She laughed, then said with a touch of mockery as she slid beneath the sheets, “Surely I don’t have anything you haven’t seen several times over in Evernal.”

      Not in quite those proportions, I thought as I turned towards the wall to hide my erection. Then I began to pull off my shirt.

      “I sleep in the nude, by the way, as I’m sure you’ve guessed,” she said behind me. “I hope that’s not an issue.”

      “No, none at all,” I reassured her, my mouth dry with desire as I shucked off my boots and unbuckled my pants. “I do, too.”

      It was a lie – I always slept in my underwear around Joot – but this situation seemed to call for something a little different.

      “Good,” she said. “No need to change our routines, then.”

      Once I was naked, I lifted up the sheets and backed into bed with my rear end facing her. If I’d gotten in on my back, she was have seen exactly the effect she’d had on me poking up through the sheets.

      “Well… goodnight,” I said from the other side of the bed, my back still turned to her.

      “Goodnight,” she said simply, and I heard her turn over.

      I looked over my shoulder and saw that she had rolled over onto her side, too. Her black, curly hair spilled over her pillow, and the graceful curve of her shoulder glowed almost white in the darkness.

      I breathed out heavily and settled onto my back. I never slept on my side, and pretending to do it now would have been a hassle.

      I looked down at the sheet over my waist and how it jutted up into the air. If Valasia had taken a look, my erection would have been instantly obvious.

      Thank the gods she had rolled over on her side.

      I lay there, trying to control my breathing and my racing thoughts.

      I wanted so badly to reach out to her… to touch her… to feel those magnificent breasts…

      But the situation was an awkward one.

      She was a Master, and I was an Apprentice. Relaxing the conventions of addressing each other by our titles was one thing, but sexual advances were quite another.

      What if all this ‘sleeping in the nude’ talk was entirely innocent on her part?

      On the other hand, no woman I had ever known in my entire life would have slept nude in the same bed with a man she wasn’t interested in.

      What would happen if I reached out to touch her in the dark?

      What if she screamed?

      It could be a very awkward journey to Ivernwood.

      On the other hand, her constant flirtations and sexual banter throughout the day led me to believe that she would be open to my advances.

      On the opposite hand…

      …there was no other hand.

      Although I longed for one of hers to touch my shaft… I could imagine her soft, graceful fingers stroking it up and down…

      “I have to say,” Valasia’s voice said, startling me, “I’m impressed.”

      “…o-oh?” I said, my voice quavering a bit in surprise.

      Suddenly she turned over beneath the sheets to face me.

      All I could do was stare at her beautiful face wreathed in black, curly hair.

      My eyes had grown accustomed to the dim light, and I could see her quite clearly now.

      Including the massive globes of the top halves of her breasts, barely concealed by the sheet.

      I swallowed hard, and did my damnedest to look her in the eyes.

      “You have wondrous self-control when you want to,” she said with a smirk.

      “What do you mean?

      “I mean, I thought for sure you’d have made a pass at me by now,” she said, and then her eyes drifted down the bed towards my waist –

      Which I’d completely forgotten about when she rolled over and gave me a look at her astounding breasts.

      “HELLo,” she said, her eyes growing wide as she fixated on the bulge beneath the sheets.

      No hiding it now.

      If it were possible, I think it even grew a bit larger now that I saw the lustful expression on her face.

      Might as well acknowledge it.

      “Well, as you can see,” I joked, “I sorely wanted to make a pass at you.”

      Her eyes flitted from below my waist back to my face.

      “So why don’t you?” she asked softly.

      I stared into her beautiful eyes, and noticed as they crept back down to my crotch.

      I also noticed that the tops of her breasts began to heave slightly as she began to breathe harder.

      Then she frowned and looked back up at me. “Or did I misjudge your interest?”

      I gestured down at my quite obvious erection. “Obviously not.”

      She laughed, then grew serious again. “Is it your… other female friends?”

      “No… we have an understanding. They’re free to do as they want, and so am I.”

      “So why the hesitance?”

      “You’re a Master. I’m an Apprentice.”

      “So?” she asked, her voice husky as she looked back down at the sheet poking up in the air. “I thought we were relaxing decorum.”

      “I didn’t think we were relaxing it that much.”

      She looked back into my eyes and smiled. “Well, we’re not in Evernal, and we’re not in Ivernwood… and I don’t see any other mages around, so I won’t tell if you won’t.”

      “Oh, I definitely won’t tell,” I murmured as I leaned forward.

      She closed her eyes and met me halfway.

      The kiss was glorious. Her lips were full and soft, and they parted to take in my gentle tongue. She tasted of the wine we’d had at dinner, and I could feel the heat of her body through the sheets bunched up between us.

      Speaking of her body, I had to see it.

      I broke off the kiss, pulled back a bit, and slowly peeled the sheet down, inch by inch.

      The edge of the cloth passed halfway down her breasts… revealed the dark edge of a large areola… and then slipped past two very erect nipples, hard and firm.

      She grinned to see the reaction on my face.

      “You seem to like them,” she teased.

      “I like them very much,” I said as I reached out and softly caressed one.

      She closed her eyes and her face relaxed in bliss. She moaned a little… then opened her eyes in excitement, gave me a devilish grin, and continued to inch the sheet down with her own slender hand.

      It gave me a wonderful view of her soft, flat belly… the deep curve of her tiny waist… and the mountainous sweep of her wide hips… not to mention the thatch of black hair between her thighs.

      But she wasn’t pulling down the sheet for my benefit, but for hers.

      Before her lower body was completely uncovered, the swollen head of my manhood came into view.

      She stared at it in undisguised lust… and her eyes just got wider as the sheet continued to descend, revealing the full extent of my member.

      “Oh, Rylan,” she whispered, her mouth open wide.

      Her tiny, graceful hand descended and lightly gripped me in her fingers. Her touch was cool against the fiery heat of my staff.

      I groaned as she began to stroke me up and down lightly as a feather.

      “Oh Rylan,” she whispered again, as she touched me all over, cupping me, encircling me.

      I couldn’t control myself from that point onwards.

      I moved forward and took those glorious tits in my hands, latched on to one nipple with my mouth, and began to suck.

      She groaned and arched her back, pressing her breasts more fully into my face.

      I swept the sheets aside, pushed her onto her back, and climbed on top of her, kissing her mouth passionately as I did so.

      She eagerly opened her legs wide to me and directed my shaft between them with her tiny hand.

      I wondered if I might need to give her more time, but there was no issue: she was wetter than any woman I had ever been with.

      As I slowly eased inside her, her mouth formed a wide ‘O’ as she stared into my eyes in shock and pleasure.

      “Oh Rylan!” she whispered loudly out as I sank all the way inside her.

      We went slowly at first, me kissing her tenderly as I rocked back and forth inside her. Her breath quickened, and she clutched at my back as her kisses grew more passionate.

      I began to thrust faster, and her eyes rolled back into her head as she made guttural grunts of pleasure. Her hands moved from my back to my ass, urgently clutching me and pressing me into her.

      I went harder and deeper until her grunts became moans, and her moans became cries. She thrashed beneath me, her giant breasts heaving as she reached the peak of bliss.

      “OH RYLAN!” she screamed, until I covered her mouth with my hand.

      We collapsed into giggles afterwards.

      “Oh my, what will the innkeeper think of the two old biddies in his best room, carrying on and screaming?” she said with a giant grin.

      “Let’s give him more to think about,” I grinned back as I began to move inside her again.

      Her eyes went wide. “You… you didn’t…?”

      “No. Not yet.”

      “Oh Rylan,” she moaned as we began all over again.

      Making love to Valasia was a sensual delight.

      Those large, lovely breasts that overflowed my hands when I cupped them…

      Her thick, lustrous hair, soft as silk around my fingers…

      Her tiny waist, which I could almost get both hands around…

      Her plump, firm ass, which she loved having spanked…

      And she was very, very eager. I guess the dry spell between lovers had been longer and drier than I’d thought, because she wanted to do everything.

      For a while she climbed on top of me, riding my shaft with wild abandon until she screamed out in pleasure.

      Then we switched so that I mounted her from behind, plunging deep inside her until she collapsed quivering on the sheets.

      She even took me in her mouth, something no other woman besides Pela had done. And she enjoyed it immensely, her eyes rolling back in her head as she took as much of my staff in her mouth as she could fit.

      I returned the favor by licking between her legs until she screamed in pleasure.

      When I entered her next, though, I couldn’t hold back. I began driving into her like a beast, furious and unstoppable.

      She cried out with mounting pleasure at every thrust.

      “I’m going to… soon…” I grunted, screwing up my face, trying to hold back as long as I could.

      “Do it inside me,” she pleaded.

      “Are you sure?”

      “Yes, yes, inside me!” she insisted, and then her eyes rolled back in her head and she cried out as I thrust inside her as hard and deep and as fast as I could.

      I bellowed like a bull as I exploded, and the sensation must have pushed her over the edge once more, because she screamed out once more:

      “OH RYLAN!”

      When I was finished, I collapsed on top of her in her arms. Her hair was damp with sweat, and she caressed my bare back and kissed the side of my face.

      “That was… that was amazing…” she whispered into my ear.

      I lifted my head up and looked into her smiling face. “Can you not go on?”

      She frowned in shock. “Go on…? You mean, you can still – ”

      I was still inside her, and I moved my hips to show her.

      “Oh my gods, you’re still rock-hard,” she gasped.

      “I don’t know about rock-hard, but… certainly hard enough.”

      “You’re indefatigable…” she murmured, panting heavily with pleasure as she squirmed beneath me.

      “So I’ve been told,” I said with a grin. “It helps to be with a gorgeous woman. So… can you go on?”

      “All damn night,” she whispered in my ear, and began to thrust her hips against mine as I rocked inside her.

      We continued for hours. We didn’t go all night – we probably collapsed sometime after two or three in the morning – but it was the longest I’d spent in the throes of passion since a couple of wild, endless nights back in Rivermeet.

      My favorite thing?

      Well, other than her body…

      And the sensation of being inside her…

      And those glorious tits…

      Over the next several hours, I must have heard two dozen different variations – screamed, whispered, shouted, moaned, begging, lustful, insatiable – on my new favorite phrase:

      “Oh Rylan…”
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      I awoke the next morning to the sounds of townspeople in the street… and to find Valasia smiling at me from across her pillow, through a tangled curtain of hair. She looked even more beautiful in the dim light of morning.

      “Good morning,” she purred.

      “Good morning,” I said with a sleepy grin.

      She slid over next to me and kissed my chest. “Care for a quick round before breakfast?”

      I chuckled. “I thought were supposed to be on our way first thing in the morning.”

      She shrugged. “Unforeseen events happen on diplomatic missions all the time…”

      We indulged in another two rounds, during which I heard plenty more “Oh Rylans.”

      We finally washed up and went down to breakfast. The food was good, but more notable were the strange looks that we got from the waitress and innkeeper.

      “Do we still look like old women?” I asked Valasia.

      “Yes,” she said with a giggle. “I’m sure they have a lot of questions if they heard us.”

      “IF they heard us?”

      She laughed heartily, then grew serious. “You know that you absolutely cannot tell anyone back in Evernal about this.”

      “Of course.”

      “I’m serious, Rylan. This could mean being banished from the Council if it were found out.”

      “I didn’t name names even with my freedom on the line, did I?” I said, referencing Ravik’s show trial. I was a bit annoyed at her suggestion I couldn’t keep a secret. “I’m certainly not going to do it this time.”

      “I have no doubt you would keep quiet if Ravik or Merrick asked you, but something tells me that if Shala demanded to know, you might tell her.”

      Now I really was annoyed. “It’s none of her business.”

      “I agree, given the arrangement you two have – but you can’t go telling her, ‘That’s none of your business.’ That would merely be confirmation. If she asks, you have to lie.”

      “I can handle Shala,” I said gruffly.

      “Please?” Valasia asked, and I could see real fear in her eyes.

      “…fine, I’ll tell her nothing happened,” I grumbled.

      I didn’t like promising to lie, but Valasia had a point about Shala taking evasion as confirmation.

      Not only that, but she was probably right about Shala asking, too. My little portal mage had already been jealous of Valasia even before we set off on our journey.

      Valasia relaxed. “Thank you. I appreciate that.”

      “In the future, that might be a detail you want to sort out beforehand,” I said, teasing her.

      She smirked. “To be honest, I didn’t want to ask. If you’d refused, I might not have slept with you at all.”

      “Hm,” I said, sipping a glass of breakfast wine, sweet and light. “Knowing what you know now, would you still have slept with me, even if I had refused to keep your secret?”

      “You mean – after last night, would my future self go back and tell my past self to throw all caution to the wind?”

      “That about sums it up.”

      “ABSOLUTELY,” she said, and grinned. “Even if I knew I would lose my Council position for sure, I would go back and tell myself to sleep with you.”

      I laughed, leaned over, and kissed her on the lips.

      “THAT’S going to raise some eyebrows,” Valasia said with a giggle.

      Sure enough, the waitress and all the dining patrons stared at us openly.

      I guess they’d never seen two withered old hags smooching before.

      We paid for our meal, went back to the room to retrieve our things, and had sex yet one more time…

      …then finally went down to the stables, retrieved our horses, and set out on our way.

      The journey afterwards was a delight. Knowing she could trust me, Valasia was far more open. She told me tale after hilarious tale about the other Masters – though she never revealed anything too salacious, and she still would not tell me the cause of the friction between Merrick and Ravik.

      We traded stories about our lives: mine from Rivermeet, and hers from a kingdom called Yavos. She grew up and trained there as an Apprentice before being made a Master on the Council at Evernal.

      We ate lunch in a deserted forest glen, and made love afterwards beneath the trees. When we finally reached the next town at the end of the day, there was another fine meal followed by hours of passionate sex.

      It was a pattern we followed for the next two days. They were among the very happiest days of my life.

      Then everything changed.

      On the fourth day, we entered the kingdom of Ivernwood. Evernal’s rolling fields gave way to hills, which soon led to a high and rocky range of mountains which stretched east and west as far as the eye could see.

      The city of Ivernwood was perched atop one of the highest peaks. A winding road led through the forested valley, up through the mountains, and finally to the city gates. We saw the castle and surrounding buildings long before we actually reached them in late afternoon.

      As the altitude changed, the temperature dropped, and we were forced to wear heavier cloaks to guard against the chill in the air. The wind began to whip around us as well the higher we went.

      More peasants and farmers joined us along the steep trek as we drew closer to the city. I periodically looked over the side of the road at the fifty-foot plummet, and made sure my horse stayed as far away from the edge as possible.

      “Are we going to drop our disguise when we enter the city?” I asked Valasia when we were relatively isolated from our fellow travelers.

      “No. I’d like to have a look around a bit before we go and announce ourselves to the court.”

      “One more night in an anonymous inn, perhaps?” I asked with a grin.

      She sighed. “Don’t tempt me. Once we step foot inside the city, our behavior has to be beyond reproach. Any news of our ‘activities’ would surely make it back to Merrick, so we shall have to forego any physical contact while we’re there.”

      “If you’d told me that, I would have suggested holing up for an extra night in the last inn.”

      Valasia laughed. “I’m seriously considering turning back around.”

      But duty won out, and we entered the city gates.

      I was used to Evernal’s flat, wide streets, which gave an impression of openness and freedom even inside the city’s walls. By contrast, Ivernwood had narrow, steep, twisting alleyways that seemed more like a labyrinth than a city. Three-story buildings with high, sloped roofs were built right up against the mountain slopes. And Evernal’s buildings tended towards grey stone and painted white, while Ivernwood’s were dark brown with lots of slate and exposed timber.

      The only thing that broke up some of the oppressiveness was that many of the windows on the second and third stories had tiny balconies, with bright flowers growing in wooden boxes. But even then, that only just barely compensated for the darkness and shadow.

      Not only that, the sun had gone behind the mountains but not yet set below the horizon. As a result, there was no more direct sunlight on the city. Though the sky was still light, everything was thrown into a sort of twilight haze.

      Between the narrow streets and the dim light, the overall effect was a sort of gloomy claustrophobia.

      “Do you know where we’re going?” I asked Valasia as our horses struggled up the steep alleyways through the growing shadows.

      “The castle is at the highest point. I figure if we keep on going up, we’ll be fine.”

      Something caught my eye as she spoke.

      Next to a grungy shop selling fruit and vegetables, a figure lurked in the shadows. Most of the other peasants and townspeople we’d seen had been bundled up against the cold, but they’d at least kept their faces exposed and visible. Whoever this fellow was, he was wrapped in black cloth from head to foot, and not an inch of skin could be seen. Not even his eyes were visible through the headwrap he wore under a black hood.

      As we passed, he suddenly leapt out of the shadows towards us.

      Too late, I saw the gleam of a dagger appear in his grasp as though by sleight-of-hand.

      Valasia screamed in agony as the blade pierced her side.

      “NO!” I roared.

      Without thinking, I slowed time automatically, enough that the would-be killer was caught mid-leap in the air.

      Now that things had slowed to a crawl, I had a second to think.

      I jumped down off my horse and ran over to the assassin. One quick look showed me that his blade was already several inches deep inside Valasia’s belly.

      In the eerie silence that surrounded me, I gritted my teeth, marshalled all my powers, and slowly turned time backwards.

      I watched as the knife slowly retracted from the wound, inch by inch, the blade clean of blood. That was logical – since I was literally reversing time, the steel had not yet entered her body.

      I was shaking and sweating by the time the tip appeared, before it had even had a chance to tear through her blouse.

      I knew my powers would not last much longer – I had strained them to the limit – so I ripped the dagger out of the assassin’s hand and plunged it into his stomach, instead.

      And then my powers gave out.

      Suddenly sound and motion came racing back.

      The man screamed as his body slammed into Valasia’s horse and he fell to the ground, the knife sticking out of his cloak.

      Valasia’s chestnut mare screeched and bucked, its forelegs kicking high in the air.

      Of course, that spooked my horse, which went tearing off through the streets, sending townspeople shouting and diving out of the way.

      Valasia screamed as she was thrown from the saddle.

      I reached deep within me for one final surge of power – slowed time to a crawl once again – and caught her before she could crash to the ground.

      Unfortunately, my powers gave out again the second she was in my arms.

      “WHAT – RYLAN!” Valasia screamed as she slammed against me and we collapsed in a pile.

      We both scrambled to our feet and watched as Valasia’s mare went charging down the street behind the stallion.

      “What in the gods’ names – ?!” she cried out.

      “ASSASSIN!” I yelled and pointed at the man on the ground.

      He was trying to crawl away across the cobblestones, leaving a smeared trail of blood behind him –

      Except the blood was bright blue, the color of a robin’s egg.

      “What the hell…?” I muttered in surprise.

      Valasia saw the blood, too, and immediately began screaming and pointing.

      “DARK ELF! DARK ELF!”

      There was a roar of shock from the people around us. Two burly men rushed over and tore off the hood and black cloth wrapped around the assassin’s head.

      I stared in shock at the face that glared back at me.

      It was like a normal elf’s, with pointed ears and a thin, elongated face –

      But its skin was a dark blue, its long hair was silvery white, and its eyes were a uniform yellow with no pupil or iris.

      The headwrap must have contained some kind of thin black mesh he had looked through, because I had not seen any yellow in the gap of space for his eyes.

      During the Battle of Evernal, Lammel had tried to port me back to the court of the Overlord, and had very nearly succeeded. The upper half of my body had gone through the portal before I’d stopped time.

      In the few seconds before I’d escaped, I had seen hundreds of identical creatures standing at attention next to lycans, orcs, goblins, and trolls.

      The memory – combined with the shock of what had just happened – sent uncontrollable shivers down my spine.

      “Kill it! Kill it!” the townspeople around us roared.

      The two burly men started stomping the dark elf with their feet. He didn’t stand a chance.

      Seeing as what the bastard had just tried to do to Valasia, though, I was in no mood to stop his attackers.

      Valasia glanced at me and saw the sweat pouring down my brow. “Rylan – what happened to you?!”

      “He stabbed you,” I said between gritted teeth.

      Valasia’s eyes grew wide, and she looked down and pawed at her body, searching for some sign of a wound.

      “He didn’t get you,” I mumbled. “Well, he did, but I turned back time so he didn’t.”

      “You saved my life?!” she cried out, her eyes welling with tears. Then she kissed me hard.

      But before even a second had passed, she broke off and looked me in the eyes.

      “We were disguised, which means he knew who we were,” she said fearfully. “And if there was one, that means there will probably be others. Come on.”

      We maneuvered around the bloodthirsty mob that had gathered round to cheer on the dark elf’s demise.

      As we passed by, a gnarled old shopkeeper growled, “‘Ey, where’d you lot come from? And where’d those two old hags go?”

      We ignored him and raced up a deserted side street, one without any pedestrians. They had all gathered to see the show along the main road.

      I suddenly heard the shopkeeper cry out behind us, “‘EY – THEY JUST DISAPPEARED!”

      “What happened?” I hissed as I hobbled along. I’d landed badly when I’d broken Valasia’s fall, not to mention that overextending my powers felt like I’d just been flogged with wooden canes.

      “I let my illusion slip when we fell, which is how the old man saw our true forms,” Valasia explained. “But now I’ve turned us invisible, which I suppose he saw, too. We have to get to the palace before – oh no – ”

      I knew what she’d seen the instant she gasped.

      Fifty feet away, a shadowy figure leapt from the roof of a nearby building, grabbed the horizontal post holding up a shop sign, and then landed on the ground with the ease of a dancer.

      Knives suddenly appeared in both his hands, glinting faintly in the fading light.

      He was facing away from us, though, so he hadn’t seen us yet.

      Actually, I suppose it was Valasia’s invisibility spell that had disguised us.

      “In here,” Valasia whispered as she grabbed my wrist and pulled me into a narrow alleyway.

      I looked around in alarm. The alley was a dead end.

      The assassin could easily corner us in here and do what he wanted, and I was in no shape to stop him.

      “But – ”

      “Shh,” she whispered. “I’ve cast another illusion. He can’t see the alley, it looks like a stone wall.”

      I glanced down and saw the pink circles and patterns slowly spinning around her hands.

      Sure enough, the hooded figure came running down the deserted street and passed where we stood, but he didn’t even glance at us.

      Further down the street, another figure wrapped in black emerged from the shadows. A third raced down to meet them from high up the twisting street.

      If they were dark elves, then it was not apparent, because they were swathed all in black from head to toe – just like their unlucky comrade getting his head in stomped further down the street.

      Beneath their black hoods, their masks must have had the same mesh as the other elf’s, because I saw no sign of yellow eyes through the cloth around their face.

      They all three met up just fifteen feet away from us.

      I swore they would be able to hear my heart pounding, it was thudding so hard against my ribcage.

      “They got Kraveel,” the shortest of the figures said.

      “Obviously,” the second muttered as he looked towards the shouts and screams at the end of the road.

      “Where did they go?” the third asked. He was by far the tallest of the group.

      The second shook his head. “I swear I saw them dart up here, but then they seemed to vanish.”

      Suddenly there were the sound of running footsteps farther up the street.

      “It’s them!” the shortest figure hissed, and took off running.

      I looked out of the alleyway and watched in surprise as a man and a woman raced up the narrow street, a hundred feet away.

      It was Valasia and me.

      Or at least an illusion of Valasia and me.

      And a damn good one, too. Their footsteps even echoed on the stone walls as they disappeared around a corner.

      I looked over at Valasia, and she winked and gave me a smile.

      The first figure in black was about to run off after his comrade, but the second grabbed his arm.

      “Wait…” he muttered as he stared up the street.

      “What are you doing?!” the tall one hissed. “They’re getting away!”

      “The female’s an enchantress, yes? Why would she be so sloppy as to reveal herself?”

      The tall one stared up the street as their short companion disappeared from view. “You mean…”

      The leader of the group looked around the alleyway. “She’s here. They’re both here. She’s trying to lead us away.”

      I looked at Valasia.

      She wasn’t smiling anymore.

      I swallowed and got out my knife, my old one from Rivermeet.

      Valasia saw and frantically shook her head No.

      I nodded and gestured to reassure her I wouldn’t try anything stupid.

      Not unless my hand was forced, anyway.

      “Wrathok, look!” the tall elf cried out as he pointed.

      The leader of the two – Wrathok, apparently – glanced up and recoiled.

      I looked up at where the tall assassin was pointing and nearly shat myself.

      A gigantic spider was creeping down the side of the building. Its hairy body was the size of a bear, and its legs were like eight slender black tree trunks. Gleaming red eyes stared out above slavering fangs, and the dagger-like tips of its segmented legs scraped against the wooden walls as it slowly made its way down past one of the window balconies.

      I gripped my knife more tightly – but Valasia grabbed my arm and shook her head No. She pointed at the spider and then at herself.

      I noticed the pink patterns in the mandalas around her hands had changed slightly.

      Ah – another illusion. And a damn good one, too.

      There were screams from farther down the street. Apparently the mob around the dark elf had seen the monster, too.

      Both assassins tensed as the creature continued down the side of the building –

      And then Wrathok pulled out a small throwing knife and threw it at the spider.

      I expected the knife to move through the illusion, but instead it pierced the spider’s body with a solid thock and quivered there.

      Although I did notice there was another sound of impact just a split-second later when the real knife thudded into the wooden building.

      The spider screeched and waved its forelegs menacingly – but it didn’t advance any farther.

      “You see?!” the taller assassin hissed in panic as he pointed at the handle jutting out of the spider’s back. “The knife hit it! It’s real!”

      “Fool – didn’t you hear the second impact? She created an illusion of the dagger striking, but the real knife hit the wall!” Wrathok turned around in the narrow street and yelled, “Nice try, enchantress! What will you conjure next?”

      From farther down the alleyway came the clatter of feet.

      I looked around the corner and saw a dozen soldiers in light armor racing towards the two assassins.

      The taller figure in black made to run, but Wrathok laughed and grabbed the tall one’s arm, holding him back.

      “Good try, enchantress!” he yelled. “Very convincing!”

      I looked at Valasia.

      She shook her head, grinned, and silently mouthed, They’re real!

      I almost laughed aloud.

      Oh, this was going to be good.

      Then I realized something.

      I pointed at the giant spider across the street, which was halfway down the building by now.

      Valasia pointed at her eyes, then at the soldiers, and shook her head ‘no.’

      Ah – the soldiers couldn’t see the spider.

      Oh, this was going to be excellent.

      By that point the soldiers had reached the two men in black.

      “Surrender in the name of King Oxiris!” the captain of the group yelled.

      The tall assassin still wanted to run, but Wrathok held him in place. “Ignore them. They’re just like the giant spider.”

      The captain frowned in confusion. “What giant spider?!”

      “THERE!” the taller man in black screamed, pointing up at the building. “Can’t you SEE it?!”

      The captain glanced back and forth between the two assassins and what looked to him like an empty wall.

      Wrathok inspected the captain and laughed. “Cunning illusions, but illusions nonetheless.”

      Now the captain was not only confused, but incensed. “I can assure you, I am not an illusion. Now – ”

      Wrathok turned his back on the soldiers and called out, “Where aaaaare you, enchantress?”

      “SURRENDER AT ONCE!” the captain yelled, but still didn’t make a move.

      It was obvious the captain of the guard didn’t know quite what to do. By his reckoning, he was dealing with insane people gibbering about giant spiders and refusing to acknowledge his existence. And since the two hadn’t really done anything wrong yet, he was hesitating.

      It would only take one good poke with his sword for the assassins to realize their mistake – but the captain didn’t know that.

      I decided to help him along.

      “THEY’RE DARK ELF ASSASSINS!” I yelled at the top of my lungs.

      Valasia looked at me in horror –

      Just as Wrathok whirled around towards us.

      A throwing knife suddenly appeared in his hand, and he threw it directly at the sound of my voice.

      But in the time we’d been standing hidden in the alleyway, my powers had almost completely recovered.

      The knife had barely left Wrathok’s fingertips when I slowed time down to a crawl.

      Green circles of light spun around my hands, and I watched the gleaming blade slowly turning in the air, moving no faster than a half-inch per second.

      Then I glanced over at the soldiers. Their faces were frozen in shock and fury.

      Lastly I looked at Valasia, who stared at me in horror like a beautiful, lifelike statue.

      I simply picked her up beneath her armpits – a far easier and more pleasant task than lifting Joot – and set her against the wall of the alley. She stayed stiff as a board as I moved her.

      She hadn’t been in any real danger from the knife before, but now there was no chance she might move unexpectedly into its path when I restarted time.

      I pressed my body up against hers so that I was safely out of the knife’s trajectory, too.

      Again, far nicer to be pressed up against a pair of enormous breasts than to be carrying around a pudgy half-elf.

      “Too bad you can’t see this,” I muttered with a chuckle –

      And suddenly Valasia was shouting in my face.

      “WHAT THE HELL DO YOU THINK YOU’RE DOING?!” she screamed in terror.

      I reared back a few inches in shock.

      Did I accidentally start time up again without knowing it?!

      I glanced around at the elves and soldiers. They were motionless as statues.

      Then I realized what was going on.

      It’s happening again!

      I pressed against Valasia hard, making sure not to lose contact with her body.

      “Look!” I yelled excitedly. “LOOK!”

      “What the hell do you mean, loo– ”

      And then she turned her head and saw.

      She stopped speaking, her mouth dropped open, and she just stared in wonder.

      I knew what she was seeing, and I could only imagine how it appeared to someone seeing it for the first time.

      The knife slowing spinning just a few feet away from us.

      Wrathok frozen in action, his arm outthrown in the air.

      The other assassin staring at the illusion of the giant spider.

      The soldiers’ faces set like angry masks.

      And all of it in an eerie silence.

      “Is this your doing?” Valasia asked breathlessly.

      “What, you mean this isn’t one of your illusions?” I asked with a straight face.

      She looked at me in shock –

      I couldn’t keep up the façade, though, and grinned.

      “Oh, YOU!” she snapped. “This is not the time for jokes!”

      “Fine, yes, it’s me,” I said, unable to repress my smile.

      She looked back over at the knife slowly pinwheeling past us.

      “This is amazing… is this what happens every time?!”

      “Well, I don’t usually get to discuss it with people as it’s happening,” I said sardonically.

      She looked at me in shock again. “Wait – this is that new part of your power you mentioned!”

      I nodded with a grin.

      “Oh my gods – do you know how you did it?!”

      “No,” I said with a frown. “I wished you could see it, but it was an off-hand comment… I wasn’t even trying when it happened.”

      “Perhaps that’s the key, to not try – to just let it happen naturally.” She got a wry look on her face and glanced down at our bodies pressed together. “Like something else I feel.”

      It was at that moment I realized I had the beginnings of an erection, and it was pressing directly into her lower belly.

      “That’s probably a perfect analogy,” I said with a laugh.

      And it was true. When I’d tried bringing Joot into my altered reality a second time, I had tried very hard, and failed. Just like becoming aroused, maybe it was something I couldn’t force – something I had to let happen naturally.

      “What are we going to do?” Valasia asked as she looked at the scene before us.

      “If we’re going to run, we need to do it now. I have maybe thirty seconds left before I have to let things go back to normal and rest again.”

      “No… we can announce ourselves to these guards,” she decided as she stared at the soldiers. Then she looked at me in alarm. “Can you stop time again if they don’t react well?”

      “Yes, but there’s no guarantee I can bring you back into… this,” I said, waving my hand at everything around me.

      “Can you carry me if need be?”

      “Oh yes,” I said with a grin, and pressed my hardening member into her even more.

      “Not now,” she rebuked me, but she smiled as she said it. “Alright… start things up again.”

      I made sure we were completely out of the way of the knife, then released my hold on time.

      Suddenly a cacophony of sounds assaulted our ears.

      The clang! of the knife on the brick wall at the end of the alleyway –

      The shouts of the soldiers –

      And Wrathok’s scream as the captain of the guard stabbed him with his sword.

      Valasia flinched in my arms as Wrathok fell to the ground.

      The captains stared at the end of his blade, which was coated with a translucent, bright blue liquid. “What in the – ”

      The tall assassin suddenly bolted in the opposite direction, up the street –

      But one of the soldiers’ spears landed square in his back, and he went toppling down onto the cobblestones face-first.

      The captain reached down and ripped off Wrathok’s mask, revealing the blue skin, white hair, and yellow eyes of a dark elf.

      Wrathok grimaced in pain as the deep wound in his belly continued to bleed.

      “It’s true,” the captain murmured as he stood back up. He turned to the nearest soldier. “Did you hear that voice that said they were dark elves?”

      “That was us,” Valasia said.

      The soldiers all looked around wildly, as though searching for a ghost. Only the captain stared straight at us, but his eyes squinted, as though he couldn’t quite understand what he was looking at.

      I realized that Valasia hadn’t dropped her illusions yet. The captain was looking at a brick wall and wondering how the hell he’d just heard a voice come out from it.

      “I am a Mistress from Evernal’s Council of Mages, allies to King Oxiris and your own Council. We come in peace.”

      “Where the hell are you?!” the captain shouted.

      “I am an enchantress with a male Apprentice. I am about to drop my illusions – guard the assassins so that they cannot strike again.”

      The captain stomped on Wrathok’s wrist and put his sword to the elf’s throat. Then he jerked his head, and two soldiers ran over to the assassin lying face-down in the street.

      “Show yourself!” the captain yelled.

      The pink circles around Valasia’s hands disappeared.

      The spider across the street evaporated into black mist, and for the first time I could see the dark elf’s real knife buried in the wall.

      I assumed Valasia removed the illusion of the brick wall, because the soldiers in the street cried out as they stared straight at us for the first time.

      “Captain, I will need him alive for questioning,” Valasia said as she pointed at the dark elf beneath the captain’s sword.

      “Death to you, mage, and all others like you,” Wrathok grunted –

      And thrust his head up sharply, driving his neck into the tip of the captain’s sword.

      The blade plunged deep into his throat, and a gout of blue blood spurted across the cobblestones.

      “By Aros’ beard!” the captain cried out as he jerked backwards.

      Valasia and I both stepped back in surprise at the unexpected violence.

      The elf’s head thudded back against the cobblestones, and he smiled in triumph as he bled out.

      Valasia looked at me with wide eyes. “Rylan, can you – ”

      “No, I don’t have enough power left,” I said grimly.

      It was true. Reversing time that far, after having already used a minute out of my eighty-second allotment? Not to mention my earlier strain to reverse Valasia’s stabbing?

      I might reverse a second or two, but not enough to stop the dark elf’s throat from being cut.

      Valasia looked over at the taller elf lying face-down in the road. “Is he – ?”

      “Dead, Mistress,” the nearest soldier confirmed.

      “There’s at least one more assassin loose in your city, captain,” Valasia said, and pointed up the street. “He went running off that way before you arrived. I need him captured alive so we can find out how he knew I would be in the city.”

      “Is the Council expecting you, Mistress?” the captain asked.

      “No – which is why I need you and your men to bring us to them immediately.”
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      The captain sent a messenger to alert his superiors that an assassin was loose in the city, then he and his men escorted me and Valasia up through the streets of Ivernwood to the castle at the top of the mountain.

      I watched the rooftops incessantly, trying to spot the fourth dark elf in case he might try to finish the job with a bow and arrow. I never saw anything.

      The one thing I did see was the dark elf who had stabbed Valasia. His head had been stomped in by the townspeople, and blue blood had formed a puddle around the wreckage of his skull.

      I couldn’t summon any pity for him at all.

      “We had two horses that were scared off by the attack,” Valasia informed the captain, “a black stallion and a chestnut mare.”

      “We’ll have them back to the royal stables before you finish meeting with the Council, Mistress,” the captain promised.

      The soldiers led us over a rope and wood suspension bridge, which crossed a deep gorge and ended on another peak of the mountain range. The castle was thus separate from the rest of the town in case of attack. The sheer slopes that led up to its base were a natural defense, and would have been nearly impossible for invaders to scale. The only easy way to the castle was the suspension bridge, would could be severed from either side, isolating the castle completely.

      I looked down over the two-hundred-foot drop beneath us and decided I wouldn’t want to be on the bridge if someone suddenly cut off one end from the cliffs.

      As we approached the other side of the gorge, I saw the castle and its surroundings more clearly. Though the walls around the castle did not enclose as much space as the walls of Evernal, far more buildings were crammed together. The people inside must have lived practically stacked atop each other.

      I hoped they made the most of the tiny balconies on the upper-story windows.

      High, thin towers rose up from the outer walls. I assumed that Master mages lived in the towers, as they did back in Evernal.

      At the end of the suspension bridge, we passed through twenty-foot-tall iron gates and finally entered the castle grounds. The streets were narrow and winding like those in the town, and the buildings were even taller and closer together.

      The captain led us up through the streets into the castle itself. We passed through gloomy hallways into a throne room lit only by guttering torches. The darkness was oppressive, and the exposed wooden beams of the ceiling seemed to slowly close in on me.

      There was a dais at the far end of the room with a throne made of bronze and padded with cushions. Beside it sat a smaller throne, most probably the queen’s.

      In front of the dais was a wooden table with three chairs.

      On the left and right of the room were two larger tables with five chairs apiece. With the three in the center, that made thirteen chairs in all, one for each member of the Council.

      The chairs were all empty. In fact, the entire room was devoid of any other people besides myself, Valasia, and the soldiers.

      Then a side door opened, and a stream of mages entered in a single-file line. They wore dark robes like the Masters of Evernal, with a range of colors from olive green to navy blue to black.

      Different-colored trim on the sleeves revealed what type of mage they were. Orange for fire, purple for beast mages, light blue for frost, pink for an enchantress like Valasia. Every person had a different color – thirteen colors in all.

      Several mages stood out from the others. The oddest male of the bunch was a big, burly man with a black beard. He looked more like a lumberjack than a mage. The hems of his sleeves were dull grey, the sign of an earth mage.

      Another mage that stood out was a tall, statuesque woman with bright red hair swept up in an elegant hairstyle on the top of her head. She was not exactly what I would call beautiful, though she was definitely striking. She walked with a pronounced sense of indomitable confidence, and there was a hardness to the lines of her face. The trim of her grey robes was dark blue, the color of a shield mage.

      But the oddest Master of all was an elven female. She had the pale skin, pointed ears, and light blonde hair common to others of her race – but she appeared to be blind. Her eyes looked up at the ceiling and did not ever waver.

      The trim on the hem of her robes was silver – like Grand Master Arjen’s.

      Was she a Seer, then?

      What an irony, for the kingdom’s Seer to be blind.

      The black-bearded lumberjack walked arm in arm with the elf. He gently led her to the central table in front of the throne, then pulled out the farthest seat on the left for her. She felt with her hands for the chair and the table, and sat down gingerly as though unsure of her way. Once seated, she continued to stare somewhere above Valasia and me instead of directly at us.

      Now that the elf was facing forward, I could see her irises and pupils were filmed over with white – not like the uniform yellow of the dark elves’ eyes, but clouded over with cataracts or some other defect.

      The black-bearded man took the middle chair of the central table, though he did not sit. The striking redhead stood by the chair to his right.

      The remaining mages filed behind the two larger tables and took their places. I noticed that most of them stared openly at my robes, then at me. They must have deduced from the color of my sleeves what my powers were – and it caused more than a few whispers and meaningful glances.

      None of those glances were friendly-looking.

      The only exception was the elf. She was the only one seated, and she was the only one smiling. It was a placid smile, kind and sweet and entirely at peace.

      Of course, she couldn’t see us, so maybe that had something to do with her pleasant demeanor.

      Just as I was about to look at Valasia for a clue as to what was going on, a door in the rear of the room opened, and another group of people streamed out.

      First was the king – a grumpy, stooped old man with a cloud of wiry gray hair beneath the golden crown on his head. He had the drawn, haggard look of old age, though the pot belly beneath his fine clothes suggested he wasn’t lacking in food or drink. He looked weighed down by the furs on his shoulders. One eye was nearly squinted shut, and the other bulged out of its socket.

      Next came the queen – an angular, unpleasant-looking woman also dressed in furs. Not as old as the king, she was still well past her child-bearing years. She had a sharp nose, disapproving eyes, and thin, bloodless, perpetually frowning lips.

      There was also a prince about my age, a handsome fellow. At least, I assumed he was the prince because of his fine clothes – and because he had an air like he belonged on the dais alongside his father and mother.

      Last of all was the court jester, a hunchbacked dwarf – not from the race of iron forgers, but a human of stunted growth. He wore a suit of brightly colored patchwork and carried a foot-long copper scepter. A three-pronged cap with bells framed his plump, cunning, clean-shaven face.

      The jester waddled down the steps of the dais, plopped down on his ass, and pointed at Valasia and me.

      “Deddy, look!” he shrieked in a delighted voice. I supposed ‘deddy’ was his childish pronunciation of ‘daddy.’ “It’s two monkeys in robes, just like the thirteen in your collection!”

      I raised my eyebrows.

      I had a history of saying some inappropriate things around royalty, but compared with the jester, I was an absolute amateur.

      The Ivernwood mages weren’t amused. There were some irritated looks, though no one directly scowled at the jester or made any comments.

      The king seemed to like the remark, though. He gave a combination of a grunt and a single laugh. “Hrm, yes, ha!”

      He stood stiffly in front of his throne, squatted, and leeeaaaned back. He waved off the prince, who tried to help him, and more or less collapsed backwards into the chair.

      Once the old man and his wife were seated, the king barked at the Council, “Well? Sit – sit!”

      Other than the blind elf, who was already in place, the other mages took their seats.

      The soldiers who had escorted us withdrew to the back of the room, leaving Valasia and me as the only ones standing before the king.

      The old man looked irked as he fixed his bug-eye on us, like we were naughty children who had interrupted his favorite pastime. “Well? Get on it with it!”

      Valasia began in a mellifluous voice. “Your majesty King Oxiris, I am Mistress Valasia of – ”

      “Yes yes, Council of Mages, Evernal, so on and so forth,” he interrupted gruffly.

      What an asshole.

      I had thought King Havas of Evernal was bad. Next to this old fart, Havas was the epitome of graciousness.

      “How fares our neighbor to the south?” Oxiris growled.

      “Well, your majesty, thank you.”

      The king’s already irritated face turned into a mask of anger. “Well enough that she sends spies to look in on our activities?”

      I tensed up a bit.

      I hadn’t been expecting that.

      Valasia kept up her pleasant voice, though she was a bit more animated in her denials. “If you mean us, your majesty, we were not spying.”

      “You entered the city under cloak of illusion, did you not?!” the king shouted.

      The Jester piped up. “As two old bags – like some of our own Mistresses!” he cried out with a childish giggle.

      A couple of the older female mages on the Council glowered at him, but remained silent.

      “Ha!” the king laughed, a single bark of amusement, then fixed his bug-eye on Valasia again. “Is it true that you appeared as two old women?”

      “It is true, we entered the city under cover of my enchantments – but only because we were afraid of the very thing that happened to us, your majesty.”

      “Ahhhh, the assassins,” the king grunted as he nodded knowingly.

      “Yes.”

      “Ass – ass – ins!” the jester hooted, spacing out the syllables of the word. “In the ass they go!”

      Then he thrust his toy scepter obscenely through a circle he made with his fist.

      The queen glared at him and the prince’s jaw clenched. Apparently they were not fans of the dwarf’s jibes –

      But Oxiris liked them. He gave another single bark of amusement.

      “Ha!” Then he grinned at Valasia and nodded. “Exciting stuff, eh? Assassins… dark elves…”

      “Exciting is not precisely the word I would use, your majesty.”

      The king’s grin dropped back into an angry frown. “Neither would I. ‘Shit’ is the word I would use.”

      That took Valasia off-guard.

      “…your majesty…?”

      “‘Cow shit,’ actually,” Oxiris growled, then thundered, “You enter my city, trailing trouble behind you like a farmer who steps in cow shit and tracks it all over the house!”

      “Cow pies, yum, yum!” the jester hooted.

      Compared with the dignity of Evernal’s court, this place was a madhouse – presided over by a doddering old tyrant no one had the balls to stand up to.

      Valasia struggled to walk the line between asserting our innocence and not offending the old bastard. “We have no evidence that the assassins followed us, your majesty. They appear to have been lying in wait.”

      “Is that an insinuation?” Oxiris snarled.

      “An insinuation of what, your majesty?”

      “Don’t play games with ME, mage,” he sneered, saying the word like it was an insult. “What are you getting at? That we let Dark Alliance assassins into our city?” His voice rose in volume until he was shouting. “That we’re in league with the Overlord himself?!”

      The jester turned around and lifted the back of his short tunic, exposing his ass in colored tights. “We bend right over for the Overlord! Ass ass ins – in the ass he goes! Just the tip, though!”

      The queen shifted angrily in her throne and glared daggers at the dwarf. The prince looked disgusted as well.

      The king didn’t. He pointed right at the jester and bellowed, “Ha – yes! Is THAT what you think of us, mage?!”

      I was getting angry, but Valasia managed to keep her cool. “I did not intend to insinuate anything of the sort, your majesty.”

      “YOU were the ones who had an invasion only a month ago!” Oxiris yelled, jabbing his finger towards her. “YOU were the ones who were nearly overrun by the Overlord’s forces!”

      “He nearly stuck it in all the way!” the jester said in a leering voice.

      “And yet here you are now,” Oxiris shouted, “arrogantly asserting that the assassins were our fault?!”

      “I did no such thing, your majesty.”

      I expected the mages to look embarrassed at their king’s meltdown – but instead, they all stared at us with blank, emotionless faces. All except the blind elf, whose smile had turned to a sad, troubled look.

      Suddenly the big, burly earth mage seated in front of the king spoke up. He had a deep, rumbling voice that reverberated throughout the throne room.

      “You said that you entered our city in disguise because you feared some sort of… what? Attempt on your life? That would suggest either you expected to be followed… or you expected something devious from us. Which is it, Mistress Valasia?”

      “Yes, yes, that!” the king raged as he pointed at the man in front of him.

      Valasia kept her composure and smiled at the burly fellow. “I’m sorry, you are…?”

      “Grand Master Burkell,” he said haughtily.

      Valasia bowed her head slightly. “Grand Master, a pleasure to make your acquaintance.”

      “But is it reeeaaally?” the jester called out in a dubious voice.

      That was actually the first thing he’d said that I’d found funny.

      It was obvious that, no, meeting Burkell was not a pleasure. None of this was – it was a monumental pain in the ass. Of course, we still had to pretend for diplomacy’s sake.

      Only the jester could get away with stating the truth.

      Valasia ignored the dwarf and kept her attention on Burkell. “To answer your question, Grand Master, it was neither.”

      Burkell frowned. “Neither what?”

      “Neither a belief that we were followed, nor a belief that anything devious could be attributed to you.”

      “She threads the needle well, this one!” the jester said, looking back at the king. Then he started singing in a childish voice, “Eye-ther, nigh-ther, neeether, nors – can’t expect the truth from whores!”

      That provoked a reaction.

      I wanted to kill the little shit.

      Burkell flushed in embarrassment.

      The prince straightened up and looked angry.

      The queen bared her teeth at the jester.

      The mages averted their eyes or coughed.

      Of course, the king just laughed. “Ha ha ha, hrm!”

      For the first time, Valasia let her pleasant tone fall into ice-cold disdain. “King Oxiris, is it common in your court to have emissaries from other kingdoms insulted to their face?”

      “I can do it to your behind, if you like!” the jester called out. “Or your lovely nubbly-wubblies – brmbbhmbbm!” he said, pantomiming taking two great breasts in either hand, sticking his face between them, and wallowing in the cleavage.

      The king just laughed, his head tipping backwards in hilarity.

      I clenched my fists in anger – but I wasn’t the only one about to lose control.

      “Will you tell that insufferable FOOL to be quiet?!” the queen shouted at her husband.

      The king kept chuckling, but he rebuked the jester… albeit in a voice that suggested he was only paying lip service to propriety.

      We can’t go around saying things like that, m’boy, no matter HOW funny they are.

      “Quiet down, Fergus,” the king said a grin.

      “Fergus is sorry, master,” the jester whined in mock penitence. “Fergus will amend his words to make amends.”

      Then he sang in the same sing-song voice he’d used earlier: “Rich or poor or destitute, never trust a prostitute!”

      The king rocked back in his throne with laughter.

      The queen looked like she was about to have an apoplectic fit.

      That was when the prince stepped in.

      He rushed out from behind the thrones, a look of sheer hatred on his face, and viciously kicked the jester in the back with the heel of his boot.

      It certainly took me by surprise.

      The jester tumbled down off the steps, and a gigantic gasp went up from the mages.

      The queen looked shocked, then grinned in malevolent pleasure.

      “FORTIK!” the king roared in anger at the prince.

      The jester scrambled up the steps to cower at the king’s feet.

      “Noooo! Help me, Deddy!” he cried out.

      The entire scene was growing more insane by the second.

      “Fortik,” the king raged, “you will apologize to Fergus this instant!”

      “I will not,” the prince said with a look of contempt.

      “You WILL!” the king thundered.

      “He insults our allies to the south, and yet you egg him on – ”

      “You will apologize to Fergus or you will remove yourself from my presence!”

      “Then I shall take my leave of you,” the prince said coldly. He turned to Valasia and bowed stiffly at the neck. “I humbly ask your forgiveness for my father’s shocking lack of decorum, Mistress.”

      Then he stalked out of the room, exiting through the door he’d entered.

      The jester blew a wet fart out of his mouth at the prince’s back. “Thpbbtttt!”

      The king looked after his son angrily and patted the jester’s head.

      “There, there, Fergus… hush now…” Oxiris turned back to Valasia, his anger at his son redirected onto her. “Well, mage? What was your answer again to Grand Master Burkell? That you didn’t expect anything bad, so you acted like you did anyway by entering my kingdom under cloak of magic?”

      “I always act with an abundance of caution, your majesty,” Valasia said with a coolness in her voice. Gone were the diplomatic pleasantries of before. “I wanted to make sure we were safe. That was the only reason for my enchantments.”

      Suddenly the red-headed female mage seated beside Burkell spoke up.

      “Except that’s not entirely true, is it, Mistress Valasia?” she asked in an imperious voice.

      Valasia looked at the redhead with narrowed eyes. “Excuse me?”

      “You came under cover of illusion to surveil us beforehand, to see if everything seemed ‘safe.’ We can only assume that ‘safe’ means without interference from the Overlord.”

      “And you are…?” Valasia asked coldly.

      “I am Mistress Ipalia.”

      “Well, Mistress Ipalia, it is true that whenever I enter a kingdom, I want to make sure it is free of the corrosive influence of the Overlord.”

      There was an angry muttering amongst the mages. They obviously took offense at the comment… though the fact that they took offense at anything after what we had just endured was hypocrisy at its finest.

      Mistress Ipalia smiled maliciously. “Might your caution have something to do with the fact that one of Evernal’s own Masters betrayed you to the Overlord, and poisoned your Grand Master in the process?”

      Valasia flushed with anger.

      I was even more enraged at this bitch than I had been at the jester. To throw tragedy in our face with such an air of smug superiority – I wanted to slap her.

      The mages’ muttering turned to shocked silence, although there were a few suppressed smiles.

      Not so the king. He laughed viciously.

      “Ha ha – yes, mage – why don’t you lecture us some more about the Overlord’s ‘corrosive influence’ on our kingdom? Since you know firsthand about such things!”

      For the first time, Valasia seemed on the verge of losing her temper and loosing her tongue –

      When suddenly a calm, sweet voice spoke out.

      “Surely we should not be using the misfortune of others to score points against them in a discussion such as this,” the blind elf said as she stared up into the air. “Evernal has suffered great losses at the hands of the Overlord, and it is churlish to bring them up. Our hearts should go out to them at a time such as this.”

      The redheaded woman’s face betrayed her irritation at being called out. “Our hearts may say one thing, Mistress Ura, but they should be ruled by our minds.”

      Mistress Ura… so that was the blind elf’s name.

      “Then our minds should insist upon the greatest caution, should they not?” Ura asked with a calm smile. “Caution such as that showed by Mistress Valasia?”

      I could see from the softening of her eyes that Valasia was grateful for Ura’s help.

      The king was back to grinning. He apparently enjoyed watching his underlings spar with us – and each other. It was probably his evening’s entertainment.

      Ipalia, though, wasn’t about to let the elf undercut her.

      “Even when her caution is an insult to us?” she snapped.

      Valasia just tensed, but she didn’t reply, perhaps fearing that diplomacy had already gone off the rails.

      But me?

      I’d about had enough of this bullshit.

      If any of our elders in Rivermeet had spoken to guests in the way these assholes had spoken to Valasia, the elder would have been berated by the chief and then ordered to be beaten by the young men of the tribe, with the full support of everyone in the village.

      Rudeness from our own was never tolerated in Rivermeet – not from anyone. Mages, jesters, or doddering old kings.

      And though I knew I was letting myself in for it, I couldn’t go any longer without speaking up. Not if I wanted to retain any semblance of self-respect.

      “You’re a fine lot to be talking about insults,” I said coldly.

      Ipalia’s eyes flashed fire.

      Valasia turned to me, a horrified look on her face.

      The mages all looked like I’d just whipped out my member and pissed on the floor of the throne room.

      The king grinned merrily, happy that another combatant had entered the fray.

      “What did you say, Apprentice?” Ipalia hissed, enraged.

      I raised my voice. “I said, YOU’RE a fine lot to be talking about insults.”

      “Rylan!” Valasia hissed in angry panic. “Quiet!”

      “Oooh, look, Deddy, the other monkey speaks!” the jester called out.

      I pointed at the jester as I looked at Ipalia. “You and the dwarf make quite the team, Mistress.”

      And that was when true chaos broke out.

      “DEDDY!” the jester wailed. “He called me a DWARF!”

      “QUIET!” the king bellowed at me, turning a deep red. “How DARE you insult my jester!”

      I frowned. “How have I insulted him? He’s quite obviously a dwarf, your majesty.”

      Now the mages reacted as though I had dropped trou, squatted, and taken a shit.

      The queen looked conflicted, caught between outrage that a mere commoner had spoken out of turn, and delighted that my target was her pint-sized nemesis.

      Ipalia just smirked, as though she knew what horrors I’d unleashed on my own head.

      “Fergus is like a child to me!” the king roared.

      “A rude and unruly one, to be sure,” I answered.

      “Rylan!” Valasia snapped.

      “Deddy, the monkey keeps talking and talking and talking!” the jester wailed.

      “Because no one will shut the fool’s mouth,” I retorted.

      The king looked like he was about to start frothing at the mouth. “You impudent – ”

      “Did I speak in error? Is he not a fool, your majesty? And is anyone telling him to be quiet? We came here in good faith, we were attacked within the bounds of your kingdom, which confirmed the very reason Mistress Valasia was so cautious – and yet all you do is try to pin the blame on us and let THIS one spew insults!” I yelled, pointing at the jester.

      “RYLAN!” Valasia screamed in both anger and terror.

      I knew what I was doing was… well, idiotic. The king could have quite easily ordered my head to be lopped off for insubordination.

      But these people… these overbearing assholes…

      My disgust and anger got the better of me.

      I must admit, knowing that I could just stop time, grab Valasia, and walk out of the castle and disappear added quite a bit to my boldness.

      “Who is this piece of cow shit you’ve brought before me, woman?!” the king bellowed at Valasia.

      Woman?

      COW SHIT?

      “It’s Rylan. I believe you’ve heard her use my name several times, your majesty,” I snapped. “You’re not deaf, are you?”

      That was probably the moment I signed my own death warrant.

      And then… everything changed just as quickly as it had started.

      “Hahahahaha!” the jester howled in laughter, rolling back on his haunches and holding his stomach. “I LIKE this one, Deddy! Methinks he’s a fool, as well!”

      The king frowned down at the jester, suddenly confused. After all, his favorite pet had taken a liking to me, and Oxiris wasn’t quite sure how he should feel about that.

      Valasia spoke frantically, trying to make amends. “Forgive my Apprentice, your majesty – he comes to us recently, and he has not yet learned to speak in turn – ”

      “Oh, not from Evernal, is he?” Oxiris snarled, then turned to me. “Where do you hail from, you mouthy little bastard?”

      “His mummy and deddy weren’t married!” the jester cackled as he pointed at me.

      I opened my mouth to let out another choice statement –

      Valasia whirled around on me with a look of fury.

      Don’t you DARE say anything else, she warned me with her eyes.

      I glared at her, then turned back sullenly to the king. “From Rivermeet, your highness.”

      “Rivermeet?!” the old goat exclaimed. “Where the hell is that?!”

      “On the coast, your majesty.”

      “Can’t be that much of a place if I’ve never heard of it,” he sneered.

      “As the princess of Evernal said to me just a few days ago, Rivermeet is a pissant little backwater. But I’m fond of it.”

      “Pissant little backwater!” the jester said and laughed. Then he clutched his toy scepter between his thighs and gleefully mimicking urinating – albeit with a very long, very shiny member. “Piss, ant – back in the water!”

      Everyone else in the room was scandalized – but the king glanced down at the jester fondly and laughed. Then he looked back up at me.

      “Pissant little backwater… heh… I’m starting to like you, boy. What is your power? I am not familiar with the color on your garment.”

      I frowned, not quite trusting the abrupt change in my fortunes. But just to be on the safe side – and to keep myself from more of Valasia’s fury – I stayed with my more sedate tone of voice.

      “I am a time mage, your majesty.”

      There was another murmur among the mages, and the king seemed intensely interested.

      “OoOOOOHHH – I want one, Deddy!” the jester called out, and began bobbing up and down like a child begging for a treat. “Get him for me, please, Deddy, please!”

      The blind elf spoke up. “A time mage… this is fascinating! We have not heard of one of your kind for many a year, Apprentice.”

      “I have been told they are quite rare, Mistress.”

      “And such a handsome one, too!” she said –

      And she lowered her head and looked at me directly, her blank white eyes staring into mine as she smiled.

      I felt thrown off balance. “I…”

      “The mind mage is in heat for the stud horse!” the jester crowed.

      A ripple of scandalized murmurs spread through the mages.

      “SHUSH!” the queen snarled.

      “Quiet, Fergus,” the king said mildly.

      The elf just laughed again. “I take no offense… I merely thought I was stating the obvious about his appearance. But you seem taken aback, Apprentice. I hope I have not embarrassed you?”

      “Forgive me, Mistress, it’s just that… I was under the impression that you were blind…”

      “Oh, but I am,” she said pleasantly. “I am merely seeing your face through the eyes of others.”

      I stared at her in surprise. “You reach into the minds of other people?”

      “Only with their permission. Those who have nothing to fear are fine with me doing so. May I see into yours?” she asked politely.

      After my experiences thus far – and my history with Lammel – I was in no mood to let a stranger muck about in my head.

      “No, thank you.”

      “He’s hiding something, Deddy!” the jester said in a loud stage whisper.

      I glared at the dwarf. “It’s just that some of my thoughts about this evening are not fit for public consumption.”

      The king apparently thought that funny, and seemed to assume that none of those thoughts were about him.

      “Heh… I would be quite interested to hear your observations, time mage… but I am more interested in seeing a demonstration of your powers! Come, show us a trick!” he ordered, thumping his hand on the armrest of his throne.

      Valasia looked back at me with a fearful look and a raised eyebrow.

      Don’t give away TOO much, she seemed to say.

      She needn’t have worried. I didn’t really want to let anyone know the full extent of my powers – not in this strange, madcap, absurd kingdom – so I chose the path of self-deprecation instead.

      “I am but an Apprentice, your majesty, and not very advanced in my studies.”

      “Perhaps that is because there is no one to train you, hm?” the king asked with a grin.

      “That is one problem, yes.”

      “Don’t be modest, boy. Show me something – anything!”

      I pondered what I could do that would be entertaining enough to satisfy his curiosity, but harmless enough not to invite more scrutiny.

      “Does anyone have a coin?” I asked aloud.

      The mages all looked at each other. No one said anything.

      “Well?! Who has a coin, dammit?!” the king roared. “One of the most prosperous kingdoms in Voth and no one has a coin?! Or is that you all have grown so fat off my largesse that you no longer need to carry money, since there’s always an open teat for you?!”

      “Suck, little piggies, suck on the teat!” the jester yelled, then giggled.

      The mages were not amused.

      One of the soldiers stepped forward with his palm outstretched. “Your majesty, I have a copper. Will this do?”

      “Well, time mage?” the king barked. “Will it do?”

      “Yes,” I said. “If you will, please give it to the king.”

      The soldier looked up at the king with fear in his eyes.

      “Well, man?!” the king barked. “Come here and give it to me!”

      “Give it to me!” the jester cried out, along with some very impassioned sexual moans.

      The king laughed uproariously – then stopped abruptly and scowled at the soldier. “Well?! What are you waiting for?!”

      The soldier blushed and walked quickly up the dais steps, at which point he handed over the coin and paused there by the throne.

      The king scowled up at him some more. “What do you want now, a royal commendation? A note giving you interest on your loan? Back to your post!”

      The soldier scurried down off the dais and back to the rear of the room.

      “Well, time mage?” the king asked with an unpleasant leer. “What should I do now?”

      “Throw it anywhere in the room you like, your majesty.”

      “What?! Throw it?”

      “Yes. Toss it, I guess, so that it doesn’t hit anyone.”

      “Now you’ve taken the fun out of it, boy!” the king said with a malicious grin, then turned to the queen. “We should get Fortik back in here so I can pelt him!”

      “Put it in here, Deddy!” the jester said, bending over and offering his ass to the king.

      “Ha – make him go fishing for it down a well!” the king snorted with glee.

      “A muddy well, Deddy!” the jester cried out.

      “No, I shan’t do that to the poor fellow – here you are, time mage!” the king yelled.

      He threw the coin feebly to the side, towards the right table of mages.

      I merely slowed everything down, walked across the room, and plucked the copper out of the air. Then I strolled back to where I had been standing and restarted time.

      The king waited to hear a clink as the coin landed, and frowned when he didn’t.

      “What? Where did it go?” he demanded of the mages, who looked all around them in surprise.

      “Here, your majesty,” I said, holding up the copper between my forefinger and thumb.

      The king brightened. “Oh ho!”

      The jester clapped loudly. “Magic, Deddy, magic!”

      Some of the mages looked unimpressed… although Burkell and Ipalia looked at me with narrowed eyes.

      “Impressive!” the king said with a grin, then asked, “Are parlor tricks the extent of your powers, mage?”

      I wanted to say something biting –

      But refrained.

      “…so far, your majesty.”

      “Well, quite the power for a children’s magician,” he jeered.

      I was clenching my teeth to avoid answering when the king’s demeanor changed.

      His grin disappeared, and his eyes burned into me. “Or an assassin.”

      My eyes widened. “Pardon, you majesty?”

      “Did you stop time and run across the room?” the king demanded.

      “…something like that, your highness.”

      “You could have just as easily done the same thing and slit my throat then, eh?”

      My stomach dropped.

      Maybe the old man was not nearly as senile as I’d thought him to be.

      All the mages who had previously scoffed at my powers sat up.

      Even the queen looked worried.

      “No, your majesty,” I lied. “My powers don’t work that way.”

      Valasia kept her face neutrally composed and said nothing.

      The room seemed to relax the tiniest bit.

      “Eh…” the king said, searching my face… and then he grinned unpleasantly. “Well, then, I look forward to seeing more of your parlor tricks, time mage. But the time has come for business, now that we have the entertainment portion of the evening out of the way.” The old man turned to Valasia. “What brings you to our fair kingdom, other than so you can trail assassins in your wake?”

      Valasia let loose a sigh of relief. “We come on a diplomatic mission from King Havas, your majesty.”

      “And it’s off to a WONDERFUL start!” the jester called out sarcastically.

      “What is the nature of this mission?” Oxiris asked.

      “As Mistress Ipalia mentioned earlier,” Valasia said, turning a wicked eye on the redhead, “we lost our Portal Master during the course of the Dark Alliance invasion.”

      “He was the one who poisoned your Grand Master?” the king asked.

      The old man neither grinned nor offered sympathy – he just bluntly stated the facts.

      Of course, his lack of gentility made his Council and queen wriggle uncomfortably.

      “Yes, your majesty,” Valasia said.

      “Did he escape, this Portal Master of yours?”

      “No, he is in Evernal’s dungeon as we speak.”

      “Scourged and tortured daily, I hope,” the king said with enthusiasm.

      “Oooooh! Ohhhhh!” the jester cried out with moans that were more sexual than agonized.

      “I am not privy to the punishments he suffers, your majesty,” Valasia said.

      “And what does all of this have to do with me?” Oxiris asked tersely.

      “As is the custom, we are journeying to other kingdoms to see if they have a Portal Master who would be amenable to a position in Evernal.”

      Ipalia swept her arm over towards the table of mages to our left. “As you can see, we only have one Portal Master, Mistress Valasia, and none to spare.”

      The Master she was pointing to, a chubby little fellow with spectacles and yellow embroidery on his sleeves, looked a little taken aback to suddenly be the center of attention.

      “You wouldn’t be trying to seduce him away from us with your charms, would you?” Ipalia purred.

      “And they ARE considerable!” the jester cried out naughtily. “Ooooh… ohhhhh…”

      The king just chuckled.

      Valasia glared at the dwarf, then set her sights on the redhead. “No, Mistress Ipalia, we are merely making an offer, as is customary between allied kingdoms. If the exchange is not possible, then we understand, and will approach another kingdom instead.”

      “And do you already have another kingdom in mind?” the king asked.

      “We do, your majesty. After we leave Ivernwood, we will journey to Heindell.”

      “Heindell!” the king barked in displeasure, then turned to me. “Now there’s a pissant backwater shithole for you, boy! Heindell! What in the gods’ name could you ever hope to find in Heindell?!”

      “A portal master, for one, your majesty.”

      The king gave a malicious grin. “Well, since we only have the one, and seeing as he hasn’t poisoned anybody – ”

      “Not yet, Deddy, not yet!” the jester cried out.

      “ – then I don’t see the point in letting him go!” The king turned to the chubby Master in the spectacles. “What say you, Master Glavos? Do you care to leave us for the greener pastures of Evernal?”

      The little man was quite flustered. “I-I am very happy where I am, your majesty.”

      Oxiris turned back triumphantly to Valasia. “There! You see? Your diplomatic mission is all for naught!”

      “Almost killed by ass ass ins for naught!” the jester said sadly.

      Valasia took a deep breath. “Perhaps you have an advanced Apprentice, then, one ready to become a Master?”

      “Do we, Master Glavos?” the king shouted.

      Glavos drew himself up to his full, rather unimpressive height. He looked like a little boy sitting in an oversized wooden chair. “We have two Apprentices whom I regard very highly, Mistress Valasia, but neither of them have undergone their final Trials.”

      “I see,” Valasia said in disappointment.

      “Too bad, too bad, such a waste!” the jester said in his sing-song voice.

      The king got a crafty, cunning look on his face.

      “I tell you what, enchantress… I will trade you Glavos for your time mage there!” he said, pointing at me.

      “Yes, Deddy, YES!” the jester cheered and clapped.

      I recoiled in surprise – and I wasn’t the only one shocked.

      Glavos started, and the rest of the mages in the room looked at their monarch in astonishment.

      “…excuse me, your majesty?” Valasia asked, unsure whether the old man was joking or not.

      “You heard my offer! A Portal Master for a parlor magician! Heh!”

      “Get him for me, Deddy!” the jester pleaded. “I so want him for my collection! I’ll feed him, and water him, and comb his hair every night…”

      “My apologies, your majesty,” Valasia said, “but Apprentice Rylan is not part of any agreement I am authorized to make.”

      “Why don’t we ask him, then, eh?” the king said, then turned to me. “What say you, time mage? Want to come work for me?”

      The jester joined in. “I’ll feed you, and pet you, and – and – ride you like a pony!”

      At which point he thrust his groin repeatedly in the air, his eyes rolling back in his head in ecstasy.

      There was a gasp amongst the mages, and the queen averted her eyes with an exclamation of horror.

      The king just laughed. Then he turned to me again. “Well? What’s your answer, boy?”

      “Well, your majesty, to quote your current Portal Master – I’m happy where I’m at.”

      “Ahhh,” the king said, waving his hand dismissively. “That’s a very politic answer, boy. I expected better of you. Your damn Mistress there is rubbing off on you too much.”

      “I’m sure he’d love to rub one off on her!” the jester cackled, prompting more scandalized gasps.

      If only the jester knew he spoke the truth.

      Although maybe that was why he’d said it.

      “Ha!” the king laughed, then jeered at me again. “Politics aside – tell me your true thoughts on the matter, time mage.”

      I smiled grimly. “You could have Mistress Ura read my real thoughts for you, your majesty, but I would rather not get thrown in the dungeon tonight.”

      “Heh heh heh – that’s the spirit!” the king laughed as he pointed at me and then swiped his finger through the air. “You might even supplant Fergus here!”

      “Oooh – perhaps he shall ride me like a pony, Deddy!” the jester cooed, then turned, wiggled his ass, and began to moan again. “Ohhhhh, time maaaaage…”

      The king laughed some more, then suddenly looked sharply around the room. “Where are the servants?! It’s time for dinner! We have guests! Bring the food!”

      One of the lesser mages hurried out of the room, presumably to go fulfill his master’s whim.

      “We shouldn’t trouble you, your majesty – ” Valasia began.

      “What?! Nonsense! You’re emissaries of King Havas! I insist you stay!” the king roared, then gave a nasty smile. “Perhaps we might even be able to work something out for Glavos over there!”

      The Portal Master swallowed unhappily.

      Valasia glanced over at the little man. “If he doesn’t want to come to Evernal, then – ”

      “His fate is not his own to decide!” the king barked, then turned to the Master. “Glavos – you would do as your king commands, would you not?”

      “Y-yes, your majesty,” Glavos said miserably.

      “Even if it meant going to serve another monarch, yes?”

      “Y-yes, your majesty.”

      Oxiris turned back to Valasia and grinned cruelly. “You see? Everything is negotiable.”

      “Everything,” the jester said as he batted his eyelashes and presented his hindquarters towards us. “Oooooh…ohhhhhh…”

      Valasia tamped down her disgust and smiled at the king. “Then we shall stay, your majesty.”

      “Good… goooood,” the old lecher grinned as he stared at Valasia like a piece of meat. Then he thundered to the room at large, “Now – let us eat!”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            10

          

        

      

    

    
      It was an odd dinner. Although it was nothing compared to what had transpired before it.

      Two chairs were brought, and Valasia and I sat at the central table with the three mages.

      I tried to give Valasia a chair as far from the unpleasant Ipalia as possible, but the blind elf spoke up and said, “Might the young Apprentice sit opposite me? I am eager to ask him questions about his powers.”

      Of course, Valasia couldn’t exactly deny that request. What was she going to do? Say, No, I hate your shield mage? So she took the spot closer to Mistress Ipalia, and I sat across from Mistress Ura.

      Conversation began as the servants brought out goblets of wine and the first course of the meal – some sort of stew with meat and spices. Both the wine and food were quite good. So far, the only good part of the evening.

      “I didn’t mean to embarrass you earlier, Apprentice,” the elf said with a smile as I started in on my stew. She didn’t touch hers.

      “Don’t worry, Mistress, you didn’t.”

      “I know my request earlier was rather abrupt, and I apologize – but might I read your mind?” she asked again. “You have such a forceful manner and strength of character that I’m sure it would be quite an experience.”

      “No, thank you.”

      “There’s nothing to be afraid of,” she said pleasantly. “It’s more like looking at paintings in a room. I won’t be able to see everything, only what’s foremost in your mind. And it won’t hurt.”

      “I don’t doubt it, Mistress, but no thank you.”

      Burkell the lumberjack mage glanced over at me in irritation. “Is it in your nature to be so contrary with everyone in authority over you, boy?”

      I gave him a sharp look. “First off, Grand Master, I’m not a boy. Second, none of you have authority over me. Third – ”

      “Rylan,” Valasia hissed under her breath.

      Burkell was already growing red with anger.

      “ – as Mistress Ipalia noted earlier,” I continued tartly, “our Portal Master betrayed the kingdom and poisoned our Grand Master. Lammel was also was my tutor, and helped train me in my powers – yet he lied to me and tried to sell me out to the Overlord. So, no offense intended, but I’m not really the trusting type anymore.”

      And with that, I went back to eating my stew.

      The anger in Burkell’s face gradually faded – but Ipalia wasn’t deterred.

      “Your Portal Master was specifically trying to give you to the Overlord?” she asked, intensely interested. “Why was that? Because of your powers?”

      Dammit.

      I’d said far too much without meaning to.

      “Actually, I said he tried to sell me out. Lammel tried to sell us all out,” I said calmly. “I just took it more personally since he was my mentor.”

      “And how does a portal mage mentor a time mage, exactly?” Ipalia asked. There was something cunning and unpleasant in her tone.

      I smiled tightly. “By teaching him parlor tricks.”

      “Now, now,” the blind elf interjected lightly, “we really must stop badgering Rylan and let him eat. I asked if I could read his mind, he politely said no, and he is perfectly within his rights to do so.”

      “Thank you, Mistress,” I said, more to cut off Burkell and Ipalia than out of any sense of gratitude.

      “You’re very welcome. In the spirit of openness, is there anything you would like to know about me?”

      I thought for a second. “Actually, yes. You’re a mind mage, correct?”

      “Correct.”

      “What does that mean, exactly?”

      “It means I can read thoughts.”

      “Grand Master Arjen was a seer, but he had the same color on his sleeves as you.”

      “Ah, yes,” Ura said with a smile. “Since our powers are mental rather than physical, both seers and telepaths such as myself are placed in the same category.”

      “Could you read the thoughts of the dark elf assassin who survived and fled?”

      “Beyond only fleeting glimpses of what people are thinking, I can only read the thoughts of those who allow me in. I doubt our assassin would do me that honor,” she said with ironic humor in her voice.

      “Fleeting glimpses?”

      “I can pick up images or emotions from almost everyone, although it’s probably no more information than what a person with sight could discern from looking at someone else’s face.” Her smile widened. “The gods have allowed me at least something to make up for my infirmity.”

      “I guess what I’m asking is, can you find the assassin? By searching out those glimpses of images and emotions?”

      “Oh, now I understand what you mean. I’m afraid that would be like searching for a needle in a haystack – and for me,” she joked, “finding a needle in a haystack would be particularly hard. The assassin is one mind amongst tens of thousands in the town… and my powers diminish with distance. It would be nearly impossible to track him down at random.”

      “But surely a dark elf’s mind is different from a human’s?”

      “Is this a conversation or an interrogation?” Ipalia snapped from across the table.

      I was about to give her a tart reply, but Ura just laughed.

      “I don’t mind, Mistress Ipalia! In fact, I find his curiosity refreshing. Too many people find the poor, blind elf off-putting,” she said with mock self-pity, “and so I rarely get a chance to engage in conversations of this sort.

      “To answer your question, Rylan, I don’t know for certain, but I do not think that a dark elf’s mind would be appreciably different from a human’s. I have read the minds of humans, elves, dwarves, and even an orc. Other than the strength of the orc’s anger, there was no appreciable difference amongst the races.”

      “When did you read the orc’s mind?”

      “Many years ago, when I was a girl. A band of them attacked the village where I was born. As you know, orcs neither take prisoners nor surrender. The one I encountered was dying from his wounds after our warriors had driven back his fellow soldiers. All I can remember is his rage.”

      “Did you read his thoughts as he died?”

      “I tried… but something happens at the moment of death. Beyond a certain point, I can see no more. From what I can feel of the heat from a candle, I think it would be analogous to blowing out a flame. One moment it’s there… and then it no longer is.”

      “The Overlord is a mind mage, too, isn’t he?”

      The blind elf became a shade more serious, though she still smiled. “Some say he is. Others say he is an enchanter.”

      “Does he read minds, do you think?”

      She frowned a tiny bit. “From what I can glean from the stories, his power is persuasion. He seems to know the innermost desires of a person’s heart, and can manipulate him or her based on that. That is why others think he is an enchanter – that he somehow enslaves the minds of his minions with his spells.”

      “So… he can, or he can’t control minds?”

      “Hard to say. I think it is that he merely knows what people want, and then he gives it to them, either in promises or in deeds. That is why they follow him. Or so I believe.”

      “Can you control people’s minds?”

      Ura laughed as she stared above my head. “No. I am able to receive thoughts, and also put them into others’ minds to show them things – but I cannot control anyone’s actions.”

      “Are there mind mages powerful enough to do so?”

      “There are stories about Masters from ages past who could, but I have never met one, and I do not know of any others in the world.”

      “I see…”

      “But enough about me – tell me about you. Have you had your powers your entire life?”

      “I have.” I didn’t want to reveal too much, but after her having been so open and forthright, it seemed churlish to not return at least some of her candor – so I told her stories about slowing down time as a child, jumping into the water as time crept by and watching the waves rush up at me in slow motion.

      “That sounds delightful!” she exclaimed with a look of pure joy.

      We continued to talk as the next course arrived – platters of roast venison and bowls of boiled greens. I took a heaping serving for myself, then asked the elf, “Would you like me to serve your plate?”

      “Thank you, but my stomach is tricky… I’ll eat later in my own quarters. You know, while you are here, Rylan, you should take the opportunity to mingle with our Apprentices. It might be the only time in their lives that they ever meet a time mage.”

      “Yes,” Ipalia said, “you should join our classes tomorrow. I’m sure our students would benefit greatly from meeting you.”

      “If Mistress Valasia can spare me,” I replied.

      I wasn’t entirely enthusiastic about the idea, but if the alternative was staying in a stone room, or listening to the king rant and rave…

      “I don’t see why not,” Valasia said. “We’ll probably be here at least through tomorrow afternoon.”

      “Don’t worry, Mistress Valasia, we won’t steal him away from you,” Ura said with a laugh like a silver bell. “Although some of our pretty girls might try.”

      Pretty girls… hm. Another reason to go inspect their Apprentices…

      Suddenly a familiar – and unwelcome – voice spoke up at my elbow.

      “Hey ho, monkey – why aren’t you eating a banana?”

      I looked down to see the jester grinning up at me with his smug little face.

      “We’re eating, Fergus,” Burkell said tersely.

      “As I can see, Grand Master – stuffing your face with Deddy’s food!” the jester sneered, then turned back to me. “Come now, time mage, give us a trick!”

      “Fergus, it’s not polite to bother our guest while he’s eating,” Ura said in a mildly reproving tone.

      “I KNOW!” the jester said enthusiastically. “Which is why I love doing it so much! Now how about that trick?”

      I gestured to the copper rod in his hand. “How about I make your scepter disappear by stuffing it up your ass?”

      “OoooOOOH – you promise?” he asked with lascivious glee. Then he leaned over and leered at Valasia. “Did he stuff his scepter up your ass, my beauty?”

      I wanted to say, Not up her ASS, but thought it wise to refrain.

      “FERGUS!” Burkell roared.

      I’d already had enough of the dwarf, so I stopped time and dumped my goblet of wine over his head.

      As long as I was touching the goblet, the liquid sloshed inside – but soon as it left the cup, it froze midair like a sheet of red ice in front of his face.

      Then I started time again.

      The wine splashed in his face and eyes.

      “AAAAAAH!” he screamed and sputtered.

      I leaned over and smiled menacingly. “Next time, I’ll stuff you in a used chamber pot to match that vile little mouth of yours.”

      “What?!” the king roared from up on his throne. “What’s going on?! Fergus!”

      I tensed, expecting another scene –

      But the dwarf just grinned and shouted, “Nothing, Deddy – the time mage just took a piss on me, and I LIKED it! Ooooooh!”

      I narrowed my eyes at him.

      “Later, my fellow fool,” the dwarf said with a big smile and an exaggerated bow, then waddled off, dripping red liquid in his wake.

      Servants rushed up to towel him off, but he batted them away and made a point of sucking the wine out of his costume’s sleeves. “Stop it – this is just the way I like it! Mmmm!”

      “Thank you for that,” Burkell said in a low voice.

      “Agreed,” Ipalia said.

      It was the first time I’d actually liked either one of them all evening.
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      The rest of dinner passed without any more problems. Afterward, a servant showed Valasia and me to our rooms.

      We stopped at mine first – a cramped, dreary room located down a deserted hallway. There was little more inside the room than a small bed, a nightstand, a chair, and an oil-burning lamp – although the servants must have retrieved our horses as promised, because my saddlebag full of clothes was sitting in the corner.

      At least there was a window. Behind the glass panes was a pretty view of the rooftops that lay within the castle walls.

      The servant gave me a key for the door.

      “Goodnight, Rylan,” Valasia said as she and the servant left.

      “Goodnight,” I said, and closed the door and locked it.

      Then I opened the window, which swung to the side on squeaky hinges.

      The wall around the window was made of rough stone – perfect for climbing, with plenty of toe- and finger-holds. I had spent my entire life climbing caves and cliffs in Rivermeet, and several nights in Evernal carrying Shala on my back to the top of the dormitory to make love on the roof. The exterior of Ivernwood castle would be a cinch if I found myself in need of an emergency egress.

      The landscape of rooftops was especially beguiling. There was one roof just ten feet below me, flush against the castle wall. The roofs were so close together that it would have been easy to run and jump across most of the hundreds of buildings that lay inside the castle walls.

      All in all, it added up to a prime spot for adventuring. Not to mention that I always liked having an escape route… just in case.

      But I didn’t really feel like journeying out at the moment, so I closed the window, kicked off my boots, and lay back on the bed.

      I knew that I should work on my powers – maybe flip a coin in the air and reverse it. I had ignored my daily practice on the journey with Valasia, and had only used my powers during the attack from the dark elves.

      But practice didn’t appeal to me now. Instead, I started daydreaming about what I would be doing if I were in an inn with Valasia.

      Or back in Evernal with Shala.

      Or Jacosta.

      Or Pela.

      Or Valasia, Shala, Jacosta, and Pela at the same time… now there was a thought…

      Before I could really get going, there was a soft knock on my door.

      “Who’s there?” I asked, slightly alarmed.

      “It’s me,” Valasia’s voice whispered. “Let me in.”

      An unexpected but very welcome surprise.

      I immediately hopped up and opened the door. Valasia hurried in and shut the door behind me.

      I grabbed her by the waist, pulled her to me, and said with a grin, “I thought we weren’t breaching decorum.”

      She surprised me by pushing against my chest and brusquely moving away from me. “We’re not. By the way, there’s no reason their Enchanting Mage couldn’t show up looking like me to try to trick you into giving away confidences – which you did just now by embracing me.”

      “…oh…”

      I hadn’t thought of that.

      “From now on when we speak in private, ask me something only I would know.”

      I smirked. “Like how many times I was inside you the first night?”

      She blushed. “NO. Like… what kingdom I come from.”

      “Alright – what kingdom do you come from?”

      “Yavos.”

      “You passed the test. But if you’re not here for our ‘normal’ reasons, then why are you here?”

      An angry look suddenly darkened her face. “Because you speaking up in court earlier was inexcusable.”

      I stared at her in surprise. “They were haranguing you – ”

      “And I was dealing with it,” she hissed.

      “I was just evening up the odds,” I snapped.

      “What does that mean?”

      “One against a dozen doesn’t seem fair to me, so I stepped in. And besides, the king seems to have taken a liking to me.”

      “He might just as easily have decided to take off your head. Don’t do that again.”

      I stared at her angrily and set my jaw – but I didn’t care about it enough to continue the fight. If she was going to be that ungrateful, she could handle herself on her own from now on.

      “…alright. Fine.”

      “That’s the official version, Master to Apprentice. The unofficial version is…” Valasia’s entire body relaxed, and she arched an eyebrow and smiled ruefully. “…thank you. They are a vicious bunch of pricks, aren’t they?”

      I burst out in a grin – I couldn’t help myself. That was the woman I’d spent my nights with over the last few days.

      “Almost as bad as Ravik,” I agreed. “And you’re welcome… unofficially. So, how long are we going to stay here?”

      “A day or two at most.”

      “Do you really think the king was serious about trading me for their Portal Master?”

      Valasia looked thoughtful. “I don’t know…”

      “You’re not going to, are you?”

      She scoffed. “No, of course not.”

      “Do you think the king might actually strike a deal with you, then, to get the Portal Master?”

      “I doubt it, but I really have no idea what’s rattling around in that head of his.”

      Valasia looked away. Her expression was troubled, and she tapped her thumbnail against her bottom teeth – a gesture of worry I’d never seen her do before.

      “What’s wrong?” I asked.

      She looked at me searchingly. “What were your impressions? Of them, I mean. All of them.”

      “When Ravik tried me in his joke of a trial and Havas went along with it, I thought Evernal was quite possibly the worst excuse for a kingdom there could be. After tonight, Evernal looks like the best possible kingdom there could ever be.”

      “Refer to Master Ravik and the king by their titles, Rylan,” she admonished me half-heartedly. The she said, “The members of the court here are certainly… eccentric, aren’t they?”

      “Like the king said earlier, I think ‘shit’ is a more appropriate word.”

      “Hm. What other impressions of them do you have?”

      “You mean… do I think there’s a Lammel in their midst?”

      “Exactly.”

      I shrugged. “I would say there’s a very strong possibility. The king is – ”

      “Careful,” Valasia warned. “The walls have ears.”

      I grinned. “What, ‘vicious bunch of pricks’ was totally fine?”

      She smiled back at me, then took on a mock serious expression and tone of voice. “I was not referring to the king, only to his Council of Mages.”

      “Well, then, let’s just say the king is… eccentric. Almost beyond belief.”

      “Mm-hm. And the Council?”

      “Avrid’s balls,” I swore, using one of Joot’s favorite expressions, “they’re not much better.”

      Valasia nodded. “I agree. Which is why I’d like you to find out what you can.”

      “How am I supposed to do that?

      “In the way that you do best.”

      “You want me to use my powers to sneak around?”

      “Oh… I hadn’t thought of that. Not a bad idea, actually,” she said, then smirked and dropped her eyes to my crotch. “No, I was thinking about other talents you possess.”

      I stared at her in outright shock. “You want me to sleep with their Masters?”

      “What?!” she exclaimed as she looked back up at my face. “NO! No, even trying to do that could start all sorts of international incidents! No, I was thinking more along the lines of their Apprentices.”

      I still was dumbfounded. “You want me to seduce Ivernwood Apprentices?”

      “If you can. What am I saying, ‘if you can’ – yes, I want you to seduce their Apprentices. If the opportunity arises.”

      “…tonight?!” I asked incredulously.

      “What?! NO, of course not!” she exclaimed in shock. “Do it tomorrow when you go to classes. You’ll be quite the object of curiosity – all you have to do is exploit the situation.”

      “Who do you want me to… target, if that’s the right word?”

      “Anyone you think might have a special insight. Someone close to their Grand Master, for instance. But not for recreational purposes, mind you,” she said in a lecturing tone of voice. “This is purely to see what we can find out.”

      I just continued staring at her.

      She could tell from my expression that something was wrong. “What?”

      “I don’t know whether to be offended, or just merely surprised.”

      “Come, come,” she said drily, “we’re both adults – did you think we were going to elope after the trip was over?”

      “No, of course not,” I said, annoyed.

      “And I knew you would never give up Shala or the others, so what’s the harm in asking you to do what you do best in the service of the crown?”

      I was experiencing emotions I’d never felt before, and it was difficult to articulate them.

      “I don’t know. It just feels a bit… cheap.”

      “It is. I’ll admit that. And I’m not proud that I’m asking you to do it. But the Masters here will be on guard against me. There’s a possibility that their Apprentices won’t be. You may very well discover something I never could, all from a bit of pillow talk.”

      I still felt offended, but I wasn’t sure why. Everything she had said was true, including the part about how I wouldn’t have given up Shala, Pela, and Jacosta in order to continue seeing Valasia.

      Still…

      “Are you going to pay me afterwards?” I asked coolly.

      Valasia narrowed her eyes. “Don’t be like that. I’m sure there are at least couple of girls here you would have gladly bedded without a thought as to how I felt about it. So don’t be a hypocrite just because I’ve asked you to do what you would have done anyway.”

      “Actually, I probably wouldn’t have bedded them precisely because of you.”

      She smirked. “Is this the part where you propose marriage? Or at least monogamy?”

      Now I was getting angry again. “No, but there’s a big difference between not wanting to be tied down, and jumping into women’s beds at your behest so I can spy on them.”

      “What did you think we came here to do?”

      “Not sleep with a bunch of Apprentices, that’s for sure.”

      “So what did we come here to do?”

      “To find a Portal Master.”

      “And…?”

      “A diplomatic mission, whatever that means.”

      “And…?”

      “And I thought that was it.”

      “We also came here to find out about the Overlord’s possible influence here. After what happened with Lammel, that part of the mission is of even greater importance. All I’m asking you to do is gather information doing something you enjoy doing anyway.”

      “I was prepared to take my time here seriously and not endanger our mission,” I fumed.

      “What, like not hurling insults at their king?” she shot back angrily.

      Enchantress, one. Time mage, zero.

      “I did that on your behalf,” I said defensively.

      “Good – so do something else on my behalf, and help me find out if anything is amiss in Ivernwood. If there isn’t, then you get a bit more recreation out of it than you bargained for. If there is something amiss…”

      “What if I start some sort of international incident by sleeping with their Apprentices?”

      “Then I guess I might have to trade you for their Portal Master,” she said with a smile.

      When I didn’t respond, she dropped her smile. “I was joking.”

      “Were you,” I said sarcastically.

      She rolled her eyes and moved towards the door. “Goodnight, Rylan. Try not to be too irritated with me.”

      I didn’t want to end it like this, so I said, “You’ll have to make it up to me.”

      She turned back to me… grinned… took my hand in hers… and used it to cup her breast.

      “I will,” she said with a sultry voice and a beguiling smile.

      Then she dropped my hand, opened the door, and slipped outside.
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      After that little exchange, I wasn’t getting any more sleep for a while.

      So instead I decided to step out and begin the first part of my task: gathering information using my powers.

      I slipped out of the room, locked the door, and started down the hallway.

      I darted from alcove to alcove, from shadow to shadow. I used my powers anytime I had to traverse a wide open space or turn a corner – basically anytime I could be easily discovered.

      When I used my powers, I ran as fast as I could so as to not to waste my precious window – the eighty-second period during which I could use my powers. Not only that, but I shut my powers on and off repeatedly, moving about in real time just as much as I did in slow time. I did that to rebuild the amount of spare time I had in my arsenal, to keep it as close to eighty seconds as possible.

      Good thing that I did, because I had to dodge a number of guards and servants who walked through the hallways.

      Turned out I did spend a good portion of the evening practicing, just not in my room.

      I kept careful track of all the twists and turns of the castle hallways, including prominent landmarks like tapestries, so I could find my way back. All I needed was to get lost and have the king’s guard find me with my powers depleted.

      My first jaunt through the castle was mostly to get my bearings – to prepare a sort of mental map.

      Good thing I did, because the interior was confusing. The castle was almost like a maze, with dozens of side passageways, narrow hallways, and staircases that led to yet more levels. I got lost several times, and had to thread my way back until I saw a familiar landmark.

      I didn’t see anything particularly interesting while I was out and about, although I did establish a fairly strong map in my head of the castle’s layout.

      After two hours of creeping around, I was about to head back when I suddenly heard something behind me.

      Jingle jingle jingle.

      I whirled around to see the jester staring at me.

      He was sitting in a small, shadowy alcove in the wall set three feet above the floor, peeking out from behind an ornamental urn. The alcove appeared to be unusually deep, which was how he had managed to stay hidden.

      He was no longer wearing his particolored outfit, but all black clothes, which was another reason I hadn’t seen him in the shadows.

      And his belled cap was no longer on his head; he was holding it in his hand. He’d apparently shaken it specifically to get my attention.

      Dammit!

      I was caught. There was no reversing time to get out of this one – more than five seconds must have passed since he’d seen me. In fact, he might have been spying on me for quite some time.

      I just stood there helplessly, hoping he wouldn’t start screaming his head off.

      He didn’t. Instead, we just stared at each other in silence.

      I waited for him to start asking questions – to demand what I was doing out of my room at such a late hour – but he just smiled at me.

      “Hallo, time mage.”

      “…hello…”

      Without his cap on, I could tell that he was bald except for wisps of grey hair around his ears and the back of his head. He was evidently much older than his unwrinkled face suggested.

      “You know, I knew a time mage many years ago,” he said. “But time passed, as it always does, and he moved on, as people do. I expect time will continue to pass, and you will move on as well, but be careful, because time is different here, and things do not change like you might think they would.”

      I just stared at him and swallowed. “…alright…”

      His words were absolute nonsense to me, but he said them in a calm voice – far from the childish giggle he’d used back in the throne room.

      The jester hopped down from the alcove, surprisingly agile for a hunchbacked dwarf. The bells on his cap jingled as he landed.

      “…well… sweet dreams, time mage,” the dwarf said as he waddled away down the hall.

      I stood there staring after him for a long time, waiting for soldiers to suddenly sound a cry of alarm.

      Nothing happened.

      I hurriedly sped back to my room, using my powers and running all the way, until I was safe behind the locked door.

      Sleep did not come for a long, long time.
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      I had a dream.

      In it, I was a child again.

      I was back in the forest with my mother and father the last time I saw them alive.

      My mother was kneeling in front of me, her face and voice frantic as she grasped my shoulders. My father stood behind her looking sad and resigned.

      Rylan, I need you to promise, she whispered fiercely. Don’t look back. Never look back.

      I won’t look back, I heard myself promise in a child’s voice.

      I love you! We both love you, Rylan. Now run!

      And I ran.

      Branches whipped my face in the darkness.

      Behind me I could hear the sounds of what I knew were spells being cast. Trees splintered… and my parents screamed.

      I disobeyed my mother, because I wanted so badly for them to be alright. I turned back –

      And suddenly I was on the beach.

      It was bright daylight, and I was fully grown.

      Jerris, the old man who had found me as a child and raised me as his son, smiled as he pulled in nets he had cast into the water. Hello there! Been wondering where you were. There’s a man waiting for you.

      Where? I asked, confused.

      Jerris gestured with his head and eyes towards someone behind me.

      I turned again – and suddenly I was in the dark of the stables under Evernal’s palace. Merrick was walking past all sorts of strange creatures in the shadows. I hurried to catch up with him.

      You understand that he’s looking for you, don’t you? Merrick asked as we came to a door.

      Who is?

      Merrick opened the door, and my answer lay before me.

      It was the court of the Overlord, which I’d seen when Lammel had tried to capture me with his portal.

      The whole place was a cavern made of black, glistening stone and lit by dozens of flaming braziers.

      Thousands of goblins, orcs, wolf-like lycans, and dark elves were assembled in rows like soldiers.

      A hundred feet away from me was a wall of steps leading up to a throne made of iron and bones. Atop it sat the Overlord.

      As soon as he saw me, he got up from the chair and strode down the steps… slowly… implacably.

      For the longest time, I could not move. I was frozen in place.

      Panic rose in me as he approached.

      Finally I turned around to go back through the door –

      But the door was no longer there. And neither was Merrick.

      But Lammel was.

      The little old man peered up at me with his beaming face and latched on to my elbow. He’s been waiting for you, Rylan! Come, let’s go see him!

      I tried to resist, but Lammel just pulled me with him. In real life, I could have easily overpowered him – but now he dragged me along like a child. My feet were not mine to control, and I stumbled after him.

      I tried to cast my time spells, to slow things down or stop them –

      But things only sped up.

      As the Overlord drew closer, he towered over me. He was at least eight feet tall, with shoulders broader than any man’s. He was covered in scaly green skin. Two glowing red eyes stared at me from under 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.

      When the Overlord was only ten feet away, I tried going limp, like a toddler might to get out of its mother’s arms.

      It didn’t matter – Lammel just dragged me along behind him like a little girl carrying a rag doll.

      He just wants to meet you! Lammel said with a deranged giggle. He’s done SO MUCH to meet you!

      The Overlord towered above me, now bigger than a mountain.

      Come meet him, Rylan – MEET HIM – EVERYONE’S DYING TO MEET HIM!

      The Overlord bent over and stretched out one giant hand, which enclosed my head, then my entire body.

      I began to thrash and scream, but his fingers tightened around me and bound me like ropes –

      And suddenly I bolted upright in bed, sweat pouring down my naked body.

      I looked around wildly.

      I was back in my room in Ivernwood. Moonlight streamed in through the glass window.

      The sheets were tangled around me. That was what I had mistaken for the grasp of the Overlord.

      As my heart gradually stopped beating so fast, I lay back down in the sweaty sheets… but I knew there was no chance I would sleep again anytime soon.

      So I got up, got dressed, and opened the window.

      Getting down to the roof of the building below was easy. I just swung my legs out the window, lowered myself out with my arms, and climbed down using finger- and toeholds on the castle’s stone walls.

      Once I reached the roof, I froze time to walk across the sloped slate surface. No need to disturb the inhabitants below me with footsteps, especially at this time of the night.

      The roof I was on was one of a half dozen, side by side, that butted up against the castle. There were probably more than six, but that was all I could see before the buildings curved out of sight around the castle’s exterior.

      I walked to the edge of the roof and looked down. I was three stories above a winding cobblestone alley.

      Below me, I saw a dozen small balconies made of wrought iron, just barely big enough for one or two people to stand on. Most of them had small flower boxes filled with decorative plants.

      Fifteen feet across the alley was the next row of buildings in a concentric circle around the castle. Another set of buildings in a larger circle… and then another one beyond that… until the buildings finally reached the massive stone wall that encircled the town.

      One city across the gorge, connected only by a suspension bridge… and another, smaller town surrounding the castle.

      Everything was so peaceful. A few candles flickered in windows, but otherwise it was just the moonlight glinting off the slate roofs.

      Because my powers only worked in roughly a half-mile radius, the sky was unaffected. The stars still twinkled, and clouds still moved slowly across the face of the moon.

      No bad dreams up here… just a beautiful night.

      I sighed contentedly and released my hold on time –

      “Oh gods!” a voice cried out behind me.

      I immediately froze time again and whirled around.

      There was a girl sitting on the roof – although her arms were spread back like she was about to scramble backwards. I hadn’t seen her because she was sitting next to a chimney that protruded up out of the roof.

      That made twice tonight I’d been surprised: now, and before with the jester. I was going to have to get better about inspecting places, especially considering that there was a dark elf assassin out there somewhere.

      I looked at the girl more closely. She looked to be a couple years younger than me, about eighteen.

      Her face was beautiful – delicate features, with some of the biggest eyes I’d ever seen. Unfortunately, they were wide with terror.

      Her hair was pinned up on the back of her head, exposing her slender neck, around which she wore a black lace choker.

      Her tight-fighting black pants and blouse revealed a thin, lithe figure with tiny breasts.

      I wondered why she was so terrified, other than the fact that I was a strange man up on the roof with her in the middle of the night.

      Then I realized why.

      I had stopped time as I walked down here to the edge of the roof. Then I had restarted it.

      From her viewpoint, I had suddenly appeared out of thin air. One second I hadn’t been there, and the next second I was. No wonder she was startled.

      I sighed. I just hoped she didn’t scream when I started time up again.

      Not wanting people to scream in alarm was becoming the recurring theme of the evening.

      No sense delaying it. My powers would run out soon enough. Better to just rip off the bandage and get it over with.

      I started time up again and immediately went, “Shhhh, I won’t hurt you, I – ”

      And then it was my turn to be shocked.

      The girl scrambled backwards up the roof on her hands and rear end, but suddenly her features blurred and her arms… changed. They widened and flattened. Her tiny body shrank as the darkness of her outfit became black feathers –

      And suddenly a raven was sailing off into the night.

      “Caw! Caw!” it croaked as it flew away from me.

      I stared after it in dumbfounded amazement.

      A shapeshifter.

      There were a couple Apprentice shapeshifters in Evernal. I just hadn’t expected to run into one on a rooftop in Ivernwood.

      I watched as the crow dropped down into a gap between the buildings a hundred feet away from me and disappeared from view.

      I shook my head in amazement.

      Odd things just never ceased in this kingdom.

      I decided I’d been surprised twice tonight – once by a shapeshifter, and another by a court jester – so it was probably best not to press my luck with dark elf assassins.

      I stopped time, returned to the wall, and climbed back up to my room.

      Before I closed the window, though, I looked out at the rooftops, thought about the beautiful mystery girl, and wondered if I would ever see her again.

      She did not appear in my dreams, although neither did the Overlord. My sleep was peaceful, and I got through the rest of the night without incident.
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      I was dressed and ready to go when a servant came to get me the next morning. Valasia was with him.

      “I’ll be interviewing Portal Apprentices throughout the morning,” she told me on our way to breakfast.

      “And I suppose I’ll be in classes.”

      Valasia gave me a meaningful look, though her tone was light to camouflage her meaning. “Learn as much as you can.”

      “Alright.”

      We ate breakfast with the other Masters in a communal room with groups of wooden tables and benches to sit on. It wasn’t exactly a convivial atmosphere. Most of the Masters ate in clusters of twos and threes and glanced over at us distrustfully as they ate in silence.

      The one exception was an exceptionally good-looking Frost Master who walked over boldly to Valasia. He had blond hair, a short golden beard, and twinkling blue eyes.

      “Hello, there – would you mind if I joined the two of you?” he asked as he flashed a white-toothed smile. I noticed he addressed the question to Valasia rather than the two of us.

      “By all means, please,” she said, gesturing with her hand to the empty seat next to her.

      He grinned, sat down, and extended his hand. “Master Kerr.”

      Valasia shook his hand primly but gave him a coquettish smile. “Mistress Valasia.”

      Then he extended his hand to me – which he didn’t have to do, seeing as he was a Master and I was an Apprentice.

      I took his hand and shook it. “Rylan.”

      “Good to meet you, Rylan,” he said. “I was impressed with how you came to your Mistress’s aid last night before the king.”

      I raised an eyebrow. I hadn’t expected that.

      “Thank you,” I said, then looked at Valasia and gave her a faint smile.

      She just narrowed her eyes.

      I got the implied message: Watch what you say.

      “Our court can be a bit… much for those not accustomed to it,” Kerr continued.

      “Yes, your jester in particular,” Valasia said tartly.

      I remembered the dwarf catching me in the middle of the hallway last night, and my stomach turned slightly. I said nothing and just took another sip of hot tea.

      “I must apologize for that,” Kerr said. He seemed quite earnest. “The little imp should never have said such things to a woman of such obvious class and sophistication.”

      “Thank you,” Valasia murmured with another coquettish smile. I couldn’t tell if she was actually flattered by the compliment or just pretended to be.

      I watched with amusement over the next five minutes as Kerr did his best to charm her. He did a pretty good job of it – he certainly didn’t make any missteps. Although he was a bit too overeager. He was working a bit too hard to gain her favor.

      Overall, though, I liked him. He seemed a decent enough fellow.

      In contrast with the rest of his fellow mages in Ivernwood, he was a saint.

      I supposed that this was the part where I was supposed to be jealous… where a normal male would have tried to assert his dominance and territorial command over the beautiful female he’d slept with.

      However, a lifetime of watching free and open romantic relationships in Rivermeet – and my own recent history of indulging in them – had inoculated me against jealousy.

      Valasia was a grown woman who had made me no promises. We were not bound together in matrimony.

      Not to mention that she was openly encouraging me to sleep with Ivernwood Apprentices (to my chagrin).

      All in all, I just watched Kerr’s attempted courtship with amused interest.

      At the end of his opening salvo, Kerr asked, “What are you doing the rest of the day, my lovely enchantress?”

      “Such a flatterer,” Valasia said with a smile.

      “‘Tis not flattery if ‘tis the truth,” he said with a grin.

      “Hm. Yes, well, I must interview prospects for the Portal Master position.”

      “I see – is there any way in which I might help you?”

      “In fact, there is. My Apprentice,” she said, at which point she gestured to me, “will be sitting in on classes this morning – but we have no idea where the classes are. Would you mind guiding him there?”

      “Of course not!” Kerr said with a chuckle. “But is there any other way I might be of service?”

      Valasia smiled. “None that I can think of.”

      Kerr nodded, knowing that he was being dismissed. “Well… if you think of anything, please let me know. Rylan, I have a class in just a few minutes on the History of Magical Warfare. You are more than welcome to sit in with me.”

      The History of Magical Warfare… that sounded interesting enough.

      “Fine by me,” I agreed.

      “Good – let’s go, then!” he said cheerfully, then turned back to Valasia. “I look forward to our next meeting, Mistress.”

      “As do I, Master Kerr,” she said with a smile.

      Kerr got up from the table and I followed. As I walked away, I looked over my shoulder and smirked, as though to say, Seems you have an admirer.

      She just narrowed her eyes and gave me a sarcastic smile like Very funny.

      Kerr led me through a series of winding passageways inside the castle, past a heavily guarded gate, and out into the streets of Ivernwood – the very streets I had been looking out over last night, as a matter of fact.

      I was surprised to find that the Academy for Apprentices was outside the main castle, though I supposed it made sense – Evernal’s was, as well. It’s just that Evernal’s grounds were far more spacious.

      Kerr talked the entire time. He was a chatty fellow, but he seemed to be a genuinely good soul.

      Although I would have said the same about Lammel until the night he betrayed us.

      I answered all the frost mage’s questions. Some were ordinary, like details about Evernal. Some were rather more pointed, such as if Valasia was my mentor.

      I had to give it to the fellow, he was doing his best to figure out his next angle of romantic attack.

      We reached a classroom in one of the buildings butting up against the castle – in fact, one whose roof I had tromped across last night. The room had tiered levels of seats that looked down on the main lecturing area, where Kerr would be taking center stage.

      “Well, here we are. I hope you slept well last night, lest I put you to sleep!” he joked good-naturedly.

      “I’m sure it will be quite interesting. Thanks for letting me sit in.”

      “Not at all! My pleasure.”

      I took a seat in the back row at the top of the classroom. Kerr walked over to a desk in the corner and reviewed some papers.

      One by one, students began to file in. I took note of the colors on the hems of their robes, which identified what type of mage they were: fire, water, earth, air, frost, enchanting, potions.

      I also noted that there were several very attractive girls among them.

      They noticed me, too. Most were quite open about it, glancing back at me, then giggling and whispering with their friends. Some cast more surreptitious looks my way; others smiled and batted their eyelashes at me. Either way, I always gave them a broad smile in return.

      One brunette in particular, a water mage and the most beautiful girl in the class, glanced at me and then quite pointedly ignored me.

      I grinned.

      You can pretend all you like you’re not interested, but we both know the truth.

      The males who entered either stared at me in open hostility, or treated me with reserved curiosity. None ignored me.

      As Joot had told me when I first arrived in Evernal, most of these people had known each other for years, with no new additions to the fold. The arrival of a new face was going to be of great interest to everyone, just by dint of the novelty.

      “Well, everyone,” Kerr said in a loud voice, “I see you’ve noticed our guest. Apprentice Rylan of Evernal is visiting with Mistress Valasia in their quest for a new Portal Master. I hope you will make Rylan feel at home.”

      Everyone in the class turned around to look at me, with one exception: the above-it-all brunette.

      The girls smiled flirtatiously; the men just took my measure.

      One fellow in particularly seemed very interested in me – a tall, thin, black-skinned boy with close-shorn hair. A Portal Apprentice, judging by the hem of his robes.

      Maybe he was keen on hearing more about this potential new post as a Portal Master.

      “Well, shall we begin?” Kerr said. “Last time we were discussing the Siege of Virkenstad by the army of Danost – ”

      Suddenly there was a knock at the door, and Burkell the bearded lumberjack walked in.

      “Grand Master!” Kerr exclaimed. “What a pleasant surprise!”

      He seemed to mean it, oddly enough.

      “Forgive the intrusion, Master Kerr,” Burkell said in his gruff, rumbling voice, “but I am here to summon Apprentice Petris.”

      “Sir?” the black portal mage said, startled.

      Burkell pointed at him. “Report to my offices. There you will find Mistress Valasia of Evernal. She wishes to speak to you about your studies.”

      Ah. So the interview process had begun.

      “Yes, Grand Master,” Petris said, bowing at the neck and then excitedly gathering his things. He gave me one more wide-eyed look, then half-stumbled, half-hurried down the steps and out of the room.

      Burkell watched him go, but continued standing there.

      “Is there, ah, something else you need, Grand Master?” Kerr asked.

      “Yes… I think I would like to sit in on your class today.”

      I immediately got an uneasy feeling.

      Burkell hadn’t looked at me directly yet, but this couldn’t be a coincidence.

      “Oh! Well! Um… by all means!” Kerr answered. I could tell he was taken aback, though not unpleasantly so. “Would you care for a seat?”

      “No, I shall stand.”

      “Oh… well… fine then. We were going to continue our study of the mage generals who ended the Siege of Virkenstad – ”

      “Actually, Master Kerr,” Burkell interrupted, “I thought we might focus on a bit of magical warfare more recent than that, seeing as we have someone present with firsthand knowledge.”

      Dammit.

      I knew it.

      Burkell turned to look directly at me. “Apprentice Rylan, could you tell us a bit about the recent attack on Evernal?”

      Suddenly every eye in the room was on me – even the snobbish brunette’s.

      “Grand Master,” Kerr interjected, “seeing as Rylan is a guest, I didn’t want to put him on the spot.”

      However much I already liked Kerr, I liked him even more for his attempt to spare me.

      “I feel it would be quite instructive,” Burkell said, and then proceeded to ignore his subordinate as he focused on me. “Well, Apprentice?”

      “Not much to tell,” I said. “Our Portal Master betrayed the city and sabotaged our magical defenses. An army of orcs, goblins, and ogres ported in… we fought them… and we won. Fairly simple.”

      “Fairly simple,” Burkell said with disgruntled amusement. “You’ve given us the bare bones, Apprentice. Surely now you can supply the meat.”

      “I wasn’t present for the main attack on the castle,” I said. “I was with the other apprentices – ”

      “Who managed to defeat an entire company of orcs and goblins entirely on your own, without a single casualty,” Burkell said. “That is a remarkable feat. I would like to hear more about how you managed such a thing.”

      How Burkell knew those details, I had no idea.

      Perhaps bards had begun singing about us.

      Or perhaps his information came from a slightly more sinister source.

      I smiled tightly. “We did it by working together, Grand Master. That was all it was – working as a team.”

      “Who was the leader of your ‘team’?” Burkell asked.

      I was.

      But I didn’t care to say that.

      “Princess Elara, third in line to the throne and a frost mage in our Academy, and Aran Val, a fire mage – ”

      “Of the Aranos kingdom of elves,” Burkell interrupted. “A prince in his own right.”

      “…I guess…?” I said with a shrug.

      Elara had told me Aran Val was in the Academy to shore up alliances between the elves and Evernal, and that his father was a king. I suppose that made him a prince, though I’d never stopped to think about it before.

      Actually, I’d always thought that his first name was Aran, but apparently his family name came first. Or something like that.

      I was learning all sorts of new things… just not about Ivernwood.

      “And where did you start the battle, specifically?” Burkell asked.

      I set my jaw.

      This was starting to feel more and more like the trial Ravik had put me and Joot through.

      “On the third floor of the Apprentice dormitory,” I said, telling a bit of a lie – or the exact truth, depending on how you looked at it. The battle hadn’t started until the goblins attacked us.

      “That’s funny,” Burkell said in a tone of voice that suggested he didn’t think it was funny at all. “I heard you were in jail on charges of poisoning your Grand Master Arjen.”

      Now every eye in the room was absolutely riveted on me. The snobbish, beautiful brunette wasn’t even trying to pretend she wasn’t interested.

      “…before the battle began, yes, I was,” I said with a tight smile.

      Before Burkell could say anything more, Kerr jumped in. “I should hasten to add that Apprentice Rylan was cleared of all charges, and it was in fact Evernal’s Portal Master who poisoned your Grand Master – was it not so, Rylan?”

      “Yes, it was,” I said gratefully, then tried to divert the path of the conversation. “There’s a particular Fire Master who holds a grudge against me for some reason, and he – ”

      “I’m more interested in your part in the battle, Apprentice,” Burkell said. “From what I hear, both Princess Elara and Aran Val ceded their authority to you, and that you were the commanding authority in charge of all the Apprentices.”

      If Burkell was trying to make me more interesting to all the female mages in the room, he couldn’t have done any better. If the women had been watching me with overt interest before, it now bordered on hero worship.

      But the entire conversation was making me intensely uncomfortable.

      However, I did my best not to show it.

      “Your sources of information are incredibly detailed, Grand Master,” I said coolly. “Might I ask where you learned such tiny details?”

      “The Battle of Evernal has been over for nearly a month, Apprentice. Word of your exploits has leaked out.”

      That wasn’t an answer, and he knew it.

      “You seem to know as much as I do, Grand Master,” I said with a forced smile. “Perhaps you could recount what happened, and I could just say ‘yes’ or ‘no.’”

      There was a slight gasp amongst the students.

      I was being insubordinate, yes – but only slightly so, and it was cloaked in humor. Although my jest would have definitely earned me a verbal lashing from Ravik.

      From the Apprentices’ reaction, no one even dared to be humorous with the Grand Master. They looked scandalized.

      And the girls looked even more attracted.

      Kerr, for his part, hid a smile behind one hand as he pretended to cough.

      Burkell, though, wasn’t Ravik. He didn’t react. He just said, “I want to hear your telling of it, Apprentice. ALL of it. And the truth.”

      So I told them. I told them how Joot and I had been framed by Lammel… how Shala had freed us when the attack on the palace began (although I left out her and my romantic connection)… and how Elara and Aran Val had thrown their support behind me and urged the others to follow my lead.

      And then I detailed how we had fought off the orcs: by blocking the stairways with ice… by using an illusion from the enchanting Apprentices to distract the goblins and orcs… and collapsing a fourth of the building to take down as many at one time as we could.

      “And that was it,” I finished.

      “But you have left out a rather crucial detail, have you not?” Burkell asked.

      “And what’s that?”

      “You are a time mage. A very rare power indeed. How did you use your powers – specifically – in battle?”

      I grimaced. Revealing my capabilities to potential enemies was not something I wanted to do… but when the potential enemies wore the cloaks of allies, it was hard to say no.

      “I just slowed down time here and there,” I said, vastly underplaying my role. “I could move my fellow Apprentices out of the way of attacks. That was how we suffered no casualties.”

      “Interesting… so you can do a good deal more than parlor tricks.”

      It was a callback to the king’s comment the night before.

      I smiled tightly. “At least a little bit more.”

      “And what of Kovis Von?” Burkell asked.

      I stared at him, stunned.

      When I didn’t answer, Burkell persisted. “Kovis Von, First General of the Dark Riders. I believe you fought him during the battle, did you n– ”

      “How did you know that?” I asked, my voice verging on angry.

      “Why does that surprise you?” Burkell countered.

      “I’ve always been told that the vast majority of kingdoms regard the Overlord as a myth, and yet you seem to have very detailed knowledge of his lieutenants,” I said coldly.

      The students all looked at each other with wide eyes. Apparently my attitude towards their Grand Master verged on the sacrilegious.

      But Burkell smirked – the first time I had ever seen anything approaching a smile on his face. “Other kingdoms might hide their heads in the sand, but Ivernwood does not. I assure you, we know the Overlord to be an existential threat, and we have prepared accordingly. And as far as my knowledge of Kovis Von, perhaps you do not know this, but he was once an Apprentice in Evernal, much as you yourself are now.”

      “I know,” I said, trying not to sound defensive. “The Council refused to make him a Master, and he defected to the Overlord’s side.”

      “That is not precisely how I heard the tale,” Burkell said, again with the same smirk.

      I felt equal parts confusion at this new development and irritation at the Grand Master’s smugness. “Then what happened, exactly?”

      “You should ask your Mistress Valasia. I’m sure she would prefer to tell you.”

      Not only was I angry that he’d made me look like an ill-informed fool whose own people lied to him… but I was angry with Valasia for putting me in this situation.

      And for not telling me the truth.

      “What I am interested in knowing,” Burkell continued, “is how you killed a First General whose power was invulnerability.”

      The entire class’s attention was rapt. Even Kerr waited with bated breath to hear my response.

      I stared Burkell down. “I didn’t do it. The portal mage Apprentice who rescued me from prison closed her portal when he was halfway through, cutting him in half.”

      The women in the class flinched in horror. The men leaned forward in awe.

      “And you had nothing to do with it,” Burkell said with amused dubiousness.

      “As I told you before, we worked as a team.”

      “Well, if this Apprentice single-handedly cut down one of the mightiest warriors in all of the Dark Alliance, perhaps Evernal should make her a Master,” Burkell joked.

      “That’s what I’ve been saying all along,” I said, not joking at all.

      The Grand Master and I held each other’s gaze for a long moment… and then he turned to Kerr.

      “Master Kerr, I have intruded on your time long enough. I shall take my leave of you.”

      “Oh – well – very good, Grand Master, please, never hesitate to drop by!”

      Burkell nodded at him… gave me one last reproving look… and then left the classroom.

      Kerr gave me a glance like My goodness, and then continued to teach. “Well, after that quite excellent recitation of the Battle of Evernal, perhaps we can point to some similarities with the end of the Siege of Virkenstad…”

      I didn’t listen to him. My mind was churning instead.

      How had Burkell known all those details?

      Gossip? Spies?

      …or a connection to the Overlord himself?

      And what hadn’t Valasia told me about Kovis Von…

      …and why?
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      After Kerr released the class, I waited for the other students to clear the room before I left.

      It took a while – the female Apprentices, in particular, seemed to linger around, hoping to catch me in a bit of conversation.

      I didn’t feel in the least like talking.

      When everyone had finally left, I stood up and made for the door.

      “Rylan,” Kerr said before I could leave, “excellent recitation of your exploits in battle. Quite illuminating, even for me.”

      “Thank you,” I said as I made for the exit.

      “I apologize for the tenor of the Grand Master’s questions. It was a bit more… combative than I would have preferred.”

      I stopped and looked back at him.

      Kerr really was a decent fellow.

      “Thank you,” I said.

      “Of course. I look forward to seeing you at evening meal – and Mistress Valasia, too,” he added cheerfully.

      I’ll bet you do.

      “Yes,” I said simply.

      “Would you like an introduction to another Master? To sit in on their next class?”

      “I think I’d just like to walk and clear my head for a bit.”

      “Understandable. Just come see me if you need anything at all.”

      “Thanks.”

      I stepped out into the hallway, and was immediately besieged by what I can only describe as a small crowd of female admirers – about a dozen in all.

      “Are you Rylan?” a redhead asked.

      “You’re the time mage from Evernal?” asked a blonde.

      “You’re the one who argued with Grand Master Burkell?” another girl gushed.

      Word spread fast.

      Only about half of the girls around me were from Kerr’s class.

      “Ladies,” I said with a tight smile as I pushed through their ranks, “I would love to stay and chat, but I’m required elsewhere.”

      A lie, but a convenient one.

      “Ohhhh – ”

      “You don’t have to go now, do you?”

      “I’ll be around later,” I promised as I extricated myself from the crowd.

      “Oh, come now,” a sultry voice said off to my left. “You can make time for me, surely.”

      I looked over to see the snobbish brunette smiling at me, suddenly not so snobbish anymore. She latched onto my arm and fell in step with me. “Walk with me a ways before you go.”

      “My, you’re forward,” I said, though I was rather enjoying it.

      She laughed, a throaty, sensual sound. “I find a woman has to be sometimes. Wouldn’t you agree?”

      “I would say that everyone has to be sometimes.”

      “Like you were with the Grand Master?”

      I gave a thin-lipped smile. “That was merely a polite conversation.”

      She laughed again. “Funny – not a single Apprentice in Ivernwood would have dared to have that ‘polite’ conversation. By the way, my name is Aurelia.”

      “Nice to meet you. I’m Rylan.”

      “So I heard.”

      I noticed that we still had some female followers following us at a distance. All of them stared daggers at the brunette.

      “You seem to be annoying some of your fellow Apprentices,” I remarked.

      “None but the brave deserve the fair. They’re just mad they stood around gawking and didn’t take action.”

      “So… in that scenario… I’m the fair?” I asked with a grin.

      “I think we can both be equally fair, don’t you?” she asked mischievously. “How long will you be in Ivernwood?”

      “Not long – a day or two at most.”

      Aurelia said something else, but my attention was diverted by a commotion farther down the hall.

      A group of students, both male and female, were gathered in a circle with their backs to us. They laughed and hooted and repeatedly chanted, “Kneel, Neelee, kneel! Kneel, Neelee, kneel!”

      “What’s going on over there?” I asked as I walked towards the crowd.

      “Oh, nothing,” Aurelia said with a contemptuous sigh. “Just keeping the peasants in their place.”

      Maybe it was the snobbery in her voice, or maybe it was the fact that Ravik had once called me an illiterate peasant, but her presence suddenly grated on my nerves.

      She tried to gently tug me down a separate hallway, but I wouldn’t be deterred.

      “Really, it’s nothing,” she said in a bored voice.

      “I’ll be the judge of that.”

      As I got to the outer ring of the circle, the three boys closest to me looked around, merriment on their faces – and then their smiles dropped away when they saw me.

      Maybe it was my scowl. Maybe it was because I was a good six inches taller than them. Maybe they recognized from my robes that I was a time mage. Or maybe it was just the sight of a stranger in their midst.

      “Let him pass,” Aurelia said imperiously.

      They immediately stepped aside.

      …or maybe it was the woman with her arm on mine.

      I pushed through the remaining few Apprentices until I saw who they were chanting at.

      A girl knelt on the floor, hurriedly trying to gather her papers and books, which were spilled across the tile – except that a wind mage would send a gust of air and scatter her things, or an enchantment mage would suddenly make things disappear.

      She was thin and delicate-looking with an almost ethereal beauty. Her hair was pinned up on her head, exposing her slender neck. Her eyes were huge liquid pools.

      The girl from last night.

      The shapeshifter.

      She looked anxious and yet somehow resigned as the crowd chanted, “Kneel, Neelee, kneel! Kneel, Neelee, kneel!”

      “HEY!” I yelled at the top of my lungs.

      That shut everybody up.

      The crowd of Apprentices all looked at me in shock.

      The girl on the floor looked even more surprised as she gawked up at me.

      “Who the hell are you?” a stocky, ugly fellow sneered. I noticed from the hem of his robes that he was a fire mage.

      It was always the fire mages…

      “Someone who knows better,” I said, then bent down to help the girl gather her books and papers.

      She just looked at me fearfully, not bothering to gather her things anymore.

      As I reached for a paper, a gust of wind pushed it just out of my reach.

      The crowd tittered.

      I looked up at the nearest air mage and caught a glimpse of a dying, pale blue circle around her wrist.

      “DON’T do that again,” I said coldly.

      Her grin faded, and she dropped her hand by her side.

      “Or what? What will you do?” the fire mage sneered.

      I sighed and stopped time, gathered all the books and papers, and stood with them stacked in my hands. It was quite easy to do without a bunch of assholes casting magic spells to hamper me.

      Then I started time again.

      Of course, everyone had just seen me squatting on the floor.

      Now I was standing with a pile of papers and books in my arms.

      It caused a bit of a stir.

      The Apprentices nearest me jumped back with a gasp.

      Even the fire mage looked shocked as his head whipped up.

      “What will I do?” I repeated with a grim smile. “Nothing. And I trust you’ll do the same.”

      “You shouldn’t mess with him,” Aurelia said to the fire mage as she stepped up next to me, a smug look on her face. “This is Rylan. He’s a time mage, as you just saw. And he single-handedly won the Battle of Evernal.”

      I looked over at her slowly, for effect.

      She looked at me and shrugged. “Close enough.”

      The fire mage wouldn’t let it go, though.

      “I’m not afraid of any little Evernal pansies,” he sneered.

      “No, but I’m sure the local sheep are quite wary of you,” I said.

      It took him a second to register the implied insult.

      In that time, the rest of the crowd got it and snickered – which just enraged him all the more.

      He ignited a ball of fire in his palm and yelled, “Say it again – SAY IT AGAIN!”

      I sighed, stopped time, and turned him completely around so that he was facing the other direction. He was a hefty fellow, so I basically had to lean him back on his heels, spin him around, and then resettle him.

      I couldn’t quite balance him back on his feet, so I just let go. He started falling forward, but a split second after my fingers stopped touching him, his descent slowed down to a crawl.

      Then I started time again.

      He suddenly screamed as he pitched forward, and barely caught himself in time before he sprawled face-first on the tile.

      The crowd exclaimed loudly.

      The fire mage whipped back around to face me, fear in his eyes despite his best attempts to conceal it.

      “I think I’ll just say ‘run along’ instead,” I said. I paused, then gestured with my hand. “Well? Run along.”

      He seethed with resentment and rage. “You don’t get to order – ”

      “Shanus, get out of here,” Aurelia said in an irritated voice.

      He frowned. “But – ”

      “GO.”

      The fire mage got a peculiar look on his face, and then he hurriedly walked away.

      The crowd dispersed almost as quickly as Shanus had departed.

      “You have quite the influence around here,” I said to Aurelia. “Are you a mind mage like the Overlord or something?”

      She smirked. “No powers needed, darling. Well, no magical ones, anyway.”

      Suddenly the thin, pretty girl stood up in front of me. She stared into my eyes.

      “Neelee, is it?” I asked. “That’s your name, right? I saw you last night – ”

      She suddenly grabbed the books and papers out of my hands and bolted down the hall.

      I watched her run away and frowned, confused. “What the hell was that all about?”

      “There’s a reason she’s an outcast,” Aurelia said in a bored voice.

      “What is it?”

      Aurelia frowned at me like I was an idiot. She gestured dramatically with her hand towards Neelee, who by now had disappeared. “Because she’s strange.”

      “And that’s a reason to torture her?”

      “You’re quite the gallant knight, aren’t you?” Aurelia said, looking at me with something between amusement and approval. “Helping defenseless maidens left and right.”

      “Better than suffering assholes and fools.”

      She laughed. “I guess so.”

      “Well, it was nice to meet you Aurelia,” I lied, “but I really have to be going.”

      “Well, perhaps I’ll see you later,” she said with a smug look of certitude.

      “Perhaps,” I said with a forced smile, and turned and walked out of the building.
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      Not much else happened that morning. I strolled around the streets of Ivernwood for a while until I got bored, then went back and ate lunch with the Apprentices. A number of girls sat around me asking questions about Evernal until Aurelia came with her own group of attractive minions and scared them all off.

      “Did your meeting go well?” she asked.

      “My what?”

      “You said you were required elsewhere…?”

      “Oh, that. Right. Amazingly well.”

      Aurelia’s next class was strictly about spells for water mages, so I begged off in order to find something slightly more interesting.

      As I was asking around, the black portal Apprentice from Kerr’s class ran up to me.

      “Hey – you’re Rylan, right?” he asked in a nervous voice. “From Evernal?”

      “I am. Petris, right?”

      He looked startled. “Wha– how did you know my name?”

      “I was there when your Grand Master came into Kerr’s – uh, Master Kerr’s class and sent you off to the interview.”

      “Oh, right!” he said as he fell in step next to me. “Actually, that was sort of why I’m here. Can you tell me anything that would help me with Mistress Valasia?”

      I raised an eyebrow. “Help you how?”

      He realized what I was insinuating. “Oh – no – hahahaha! No, no, I mean, she’s beautiful, don’t get me wrong – gods is she beautiful – but I’m talking about the Portal Master position.”

      Ah.

      “I don’t really know anything about portal magic, so I don’t know that I can help you.”

      “I was talking more about, how should I act towards her? Like, so as not to rub her the wrong way. Make a good impression, that sort of thing.”

      I smiled. Petris seemed like a nice enough fellow – sort of like an overeager puppy dog.

      I doubted there was a chance in hell of him getting the position unless he really knew his stuff, so I probably couldn’t give him an undue advantage through anything I said. So why not help him?

      I thought for a second and came up with a couple of tips –

      But then I had a better idea.

      “Tell you what – I’ll trade you. Information for information.”

      Petris looked worried. “What sort of information?”

      “Nothing top-secret. Mostly about girls.”

      “Oh! Ha! Yeah, sure! What do you want to know?”

      I knew I should start with what Valasia wanted me to find out, but my greatest curiosity lay elsewhere.

      “Who’s that girl Neelee?”

      “Ah, her. So pretty…” At first he made a face like he had when he’d been talking about Valasia, but it quickly switched to a wincing grimace. “…but so odd.”

      “What’s so odd about her?”

      “She almost never talks, not even in class. Mostly keeps to herself.”

      “That’s why she gets picked on? Because she never talks and keeps to herself?”

      “Well, and she’s a shapeshifter,” Petris said casually, like it was obvious.

      I frowned at him. “We have shapeshifters in Evernal. Nobody bullies them because of their magic.”

      “Ohhhh, I forget, you probably don’t know about that… King Oxiris’s grandfather was assassinated by a shapeshifter working for another realm. Folks in Ivernwood don’t really like them too much now.”

      “But – that’s stupid! If a fire mage had assassinated him, would all your Apprentices pick on fire mages?”

      Petris shrugged. “I don’t know.”

      “Why even bother having shapeshifters in the Academy, then, if everybody hates them so much?”

      “I think maybe the king is hoping to use one someday to assassinate somebody else. Though I don’t really know, to tell you the truth.”

      “Huh…”

      Maybe that explained the comment King Oxiris had made about my powers being good for an assassin…

      I was still curious about Neelee, but I moved on to what Valasia would want to know. “What’s going on with Aurelia? Why is everyone so afraid of her?”

      Petris snorted. “What, other than the fact that she’s the most beautiful, the most popular, and the meanest girl in the Academy?”

      I grinned. “Yeah, other than that.”

      “She’s also from the richest family in Ivernwood, other than the crown. Actually, the king’s supposedly in hock to her father, so I guess her family’s richer. Her father’s the city banker.” Petris’s voice dropped to a whisper. “And there are stories.”

      “What stories?”

      “Like, people who didn’t pay their loans accidentally falling head-first off of buildings. Those sorts of stories.”

      “Oh…”

      “Aurelia was seeing this guy last year, on the sly, right? Like, the most handsome guy in the Academy, final year fire mage. Nobody was supposed to know – except everybody knew. I mean, everybody gossiped about it for months. But then right before his Trials, he dumped her and told everybody he’d slept with her. Gave details, if you know what I’m saying.”

      I grunted. I was immediately angry at the fire mage, and wanting to go hunt him down to avenge Aurelia’s honor –

      – and then I heard the rest of the story.

      “The fire mage was from Ivernwood, and his father and mother lived in a house down in the township. Well, the father’s bakery got broken into one night and basically destroyed. Then the family had a fire in their house. Burned it right down. When the father tried to get a loan from the bank – Aurelia’s father – guess what he said.”

      “I’d guess ‘no,’” I said, amazed at the viciousness unleashed because of one stupid boy’s choices.

      “You’d guess right, then. Well, with all that stress going on, the fire mage failed his Trials. He brought a case before the Council blaming Aurelia. Of course, the king’s in debt to her father… and the Council knows that… and there were a ton of witnesses talking about how the fire mage was blathering about their affair… so the Council took Aurelia’s side and drummed him out. Last I heard, he and his parents had to move to an entirely new town forty miles away to try and start over.”

      “Wow…”

      “Yeah, you don’t want to get on the wrong side of Aurelia. Not only will she make your social life miserable, but she might just get your house burned down, too.”

      “Is she particularly close to one of the Masters?”

      “Yeah, she and Mistress Ipalia are like this,” Petris said, crossing his index and middle fingers. “Aurelia’s a water mage and Mistress Ipalia’s a shield mage, but Aurelia’s her favorite – even more than any of the other shield mage Apprentices.”

      “Huh…”

      Maybe Valasia was correct; the right Apprentice might provide a way to find out more about the Masters…

      “So… what about Mistress Valasia?” Petris asked.

      “Hm? Oh – oh, right…”

      I gave him basic pointers that would help him with Valasia.

      Kerr could have used them, despite his attractiveness.

      “Never comment on her beauty or try to flatter her,” I said. “That might work with a vain woman who needs constant reassurance, but Valasia’s not vain. She knows she’s beautiful. Not in an arrogant way, but, as you’ve said, it’s quite obvious. She doesn’t need to be told it. She’s far more interested in being appreciated for her powers and her personality than she is for her appearance.”

      “Alright… don’t say she’s beautiful,” Petris said nervously, like he was studying for an exam. “Got it.”

      “And for the gods’ sake, don’t stare at her or gawk at her, not even behind her back. She might catch you, and then you’re a goner. Never look at her chest or ass. Do whatever you want in the privacy of your own room, but if you’re going to meet her again, be calm, cool, and detached.”

      “Don’t stare… okay… got it,” Petris mumbled.

      I thought for a long second. “If I were you, I would go up to her and say that even if you don’t get the job, you would be very appreciative of any advice she could give you on what she’s looking for. To help you in the future, because you want more than anything to be a Master on a Council someday, and you’d like to be prepared once you get the chance again.”

      “Really?” Petris asked, fear in his eyes. “I should just… go up to her and… talk to her like that?”

      I grinned. “If you’re worried, just wait to do it until you see me with her. Then you can come up, I’ll say I know you, we’ll start a little conversation… then I’ll excuse myself and the two of you can talk. Simple. Trust me, she’s a good person. She won’t bite.”

      “Alright… thank you SO MUCH, Rylan, I really, truly appreciate this,” he said earnestly. “This is fantastic stuff you’ve given me here.”

      That was pretty funny – I figured I’d given him general tips, not worth half as much as the information he’d given me about Aurelia.

      Then again, he could probably use my advice for the rest of his life with any attractive women, so maybe he was right.

      “You’re quite welcome,” I said. “One more thing – you said Aurelia was close to Mistress Ipalia. What Apprentices are closest to Grand Master Burkell and the other mages?”

      Petris thought about it and gave me a list of names. Since there were nine other mages besides Burkell, Ipalia, Ura, and Kerr, it was a long list.

      I knew I wouldn’t remember all the Apprentices’ and Masters’ names, but if I heard them again, it might jog my memory.

      And the female Apprentices he’d mentioned?

      It might pay to make their acquaintance.

      “Why do you want to know about all the Apprentices?” Petris asked after he was done.

      I had to come up with something besides, Oh, no reason.

      “Remember how I said to go up and just talk to Valasia – um, Mistress Valasia? I figured I might do the same thing, but first I could talk to the Apprentices who know them best and get a better feel for the Masters. Sort of like the advice I gave you just now.”

      “Oh! Well, I can tell you that,” he said, and launched into a recitation of which Masters were kind and which ones were bastards.

      No surprise in that Burkell and Ipalia were both assholes, and that Mistress Ura – the blind elf – was a sweetheart.

      Kerr was apparently one of the kindest of them all, which confirmed my earlier judgment of him.

      Petris ended up inviting me to his next class, one on divination – fortunately taught by one of the kind masters. I accepted, and we ended up talking after class, as well.

      I realized that I missed my friends more than I’d realized. Not just my lovers like Shala, Pela, and Jacosta – but Joot, too.

      It was nice to while away the afternoon with a pleasant fellow like Petris… and not try to seduce a pretty-faced monster like Aurelia.
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      Dinnertime arrived before I knew it. Petris and I had kept company the entire time.

      “You should come with me and talk to Valasia now,” I suggested.

      “Where is she?” Petris asked with a worried face.

      “I don’t know – maybe her room.”

      “OH no.”

      “What?”

      “I’m not going to the rooms of a visiting dignitary, unasked and unannounced!”

      “Alright, fine. She might be somewhere else – ”

      “I need to practice first,” he said nervously.

      “No you don’t – come on! Don’t chicken out now!”

      “No, seriously, I will talk to her, I just… later.”

      I’d been around Joot enough to see the signs of somebody who wouldn’t do something no matter how hard I pushed him.

      “Alright,” I said with a sigh. “But I’m holding you to it.”

      “I will, I promise. Thanks for everything, Rylan. See you tomorrow!”

      “Good night.”

      I went up to Valasia’s room and knocked on the door.

      “Who is it?” she asked.

      “A time mage,” I answered cheekily.

      “By all means, come in, then.”

      I came in to find her packing her clothes in her saddlebag.

      “What’s this?” I asked in surprise.

      “We’ll be leaving tomorrow at daybreak.”

      “What?!”

      Though I was shocked, I was also pleasantly surprised. After all, an early departure meant sharing Valasia’s bed in an inn tomorrow night – and not having to pry information from Aurelia by slipping into her bed.

      “It’s time for us to go,” Valasia said as she continued packing.

      “So I take it the interviews didn’t go well… or did they go extremely well?”

      “Not well. Truth be told, I would much rather give the position to Shala than to anyone here.”

      That was good news for my lover – though not so much for my new-found friend. “What did you think of Petris?”

      “Who?”

      “Apprentice? Black fellow? Spoke with you this morning?”

      “Oh, yes. Pleasant boy. Very nervous. Far too inexperienced for a Master’s position.”

      “Ah.”

      She looked at me with a frown. “Why do you ask? And how do you know his name?”

      “We met and talked. He might come up to you and ask you for advice on how to become a Portal Master someday. If he can work up the nerve in time, that is.”

      She smirked. “Oh, is that all he’s interested in?”

      “Why do you say that?”

      “His eyes were drawn constantly to parts of my body other than my face.”

      “Ugh… if only he’d talked to me beforehand…”

      “Why, did you give him advice?”

      “Don’t worry,” I said cheekily, “it was just to get the position, not to get into your pants.”

      She narrowed her eyes at me sarcastically. “You could tell him every trick you know, and he still wouldn’t succeed.”

      I laughed. “Good to know.”

      “And what came of your afternoon? Any luck with the Apprentices?”

      “Bedding them?”

      She groaned. “I regret ever having told you that.”

      I grinned. “You’re going to hear about it a lot more, so prepare yourself..”

      “Your information gathering, Rylan – how did that go?”

      “Well, there was a rather fetching young lass with the soul of a jackal. Didn’t find out too much from her, but I found out a great deal about her.”

      “From whom?”

      “Our mutual friend Petris.”

      “Ahhh… is that what you did?” she asked in amusement. “Swapped tales and advice?”

      “Something like that. Her family owns the local bank, and it seems they use an iron fist when it comes to getting what they want.”

      “Hm. Anything about the Ivernwood Masters?”

      “Burkell interrogated me in front of Kerr’s class this morning.”

      “Grand Master Burkell and Master Kerr,” she corrected me with a sigh. “Interrogated you about what?”

      “About my part in the Battle of Evernal. He knew quite a bit about it.”

      “Really…”

      “Yes – including Kovis Von.”

      Valasia looked shocked. “That he was there?”

      “Not only that, but that I killed him. Or helped kill him, anyway.”

      “What?! How did he know that?!”

      “I don’t know – he wouldn’t tell me. But he said I should ask you about Kovis.”

      “What? Why me?” she asked, confused.

      “I told him what you said – that Kovis had wanted to be made a Master and was refused, and that was why he defected to the Overlord. Burkell – ”

      She glared at me.

      I sighed. “The Grand Master said that wasn’t the way he’d heard the tale, and that I should ask you.”

      She frowned. “But that’s all I know.”

      “…is it?” I asked, a hint of rebuke in my voice.

      “YES, Rylan,” she said with exasperation. “I told you, that was before my time.”

      “Do you know of any rumors, then?”

      “No.”

      “Maybe we should ask Bur– the Grand Master at dinner, then.”

      “NO,” Valasia said sharply, then immediately altered her tone. “No. I don’t like these people, which is why I want to leave as soon as possible. I don’t want to go stirring up any more hornets’ nests before we depart.”

      “Valasia…” I said softly.

      “What?”

      “You’re telling me the truth, right?”

      Her face softened. “Yes. I know things about Merrick and Ravik, but I can’t betray their confidence. However, I promise you, all I know about Kovis is what Merrick has told me.”

      I looked at her for a long moment… then nodded. “Alright.”

      “Shall we go down to dinner, then?”

      “Sounds good.”

      “Should I be prepared to be approached by a certain portal Apprentice along the way?” she asked playfully as we exited her room.

      “Only if he’s far braver than I’m expecting.”
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      We ate in the mages’ common dining room, the same place we had breakfasted that morning. Apparently eating with the king was a rare occurrence.

      We got cool looks from the other mages as we entered – especially Burkell and Ipalia – but Kerr immediately excused himself from a conversation he was having and walked over.

      “Do you mind if I join you?” he asked with a winning smile.

      “Please,” Valasia said.

      “Good to see you both,” Kerr said, then dropped his voice to a whisper as he looked at me, “especially after the drama of this morning!”

      “Not a problem,” I reassured him.

      “Nonetheless, I – ”

      Suddenly everyone in the room stood up abruptly.

      When we looked over, I understood why: the prince had just entered the room.

      Kerr and Valasia immediately stood up, so I did, too.

      “Please, everyone, sit,” Fortik said pleasantly, and the mages took their chairs again.

      Then, surprisingly, he walked over to us.

      “May I join the three of you?” he asked politely. I was impressed how he looked at all of us in turn – including me. Something his father never would have done, unless it was to deliver an insult.

      “By all means, your Royal Highness!” Kerr exclaimed, then looked over at Valasia. “That is, I mean, if it’s – ”

      “Of course, your grace,” Valasia said.

      “Please, no stuffy titles,” the prince said as he sat down next to me. “Just plain Fortik will do.”

      I liked him immensely for that.

      He extended his hand to me. “You’re Rylan, correct?”

      I liked him even more. “Yes.”

      “And Mistress Valasia,” he said, shaking her hand as well.

      She smiled. “If I must not use your title, then please, call me Valasia.”

      “Thank you, Valasia,” Fortik said. “I can’t tell you how nice it is to dispense with fusty pleasantries for at least one meal.”

      As soon as the prince sat down, the servants hopped to, quickly setting down chalices of wine, baskets of fresh-baked bread, and a small plate of butter in front of us.

      Th service before had never been this prompt.

      Fortik waited until the servants were gone to speak again.

      “I must confess, I came here for a reason bordering on diplomacy – though it’s actually just plain human decency. I wanted to apologize to both of you, but especially you, Valasia, for how my father acted the other evening. And that damn Fergus…” he said with rising anger.

      As soon as Fortik mentioned the jester, memories about last night reared their ugly heads.

      No one else seemed to notice my unease, though.

      “I appreciate the apology, but none is necessary, I assure you,” Valasia said.

      “And I appreciate your graciousness, but it is quite necessary, I assure you,” Fortik replied. “I shan’t say anything that would force you between agreeing with me or defending my father – but let us just say that our court has, of late, lacked a certain decorum.”

      Valasia smiled. “Well, I won’t disagree with you on that.”

      Fortik laughed. “Good to hear it. How long will you and Rylan be staying with us?”

      “I regret to inform you that we will be departing tomorrow morning.”

      “So soon?” Kerr asked with real disappointment in his voice.

      “I’m afraid so. We must get onwards to Heindell.”

      “I’m sorry to hear that,” Fortik said. “I take it our portal Apprentices did not meet your needs.”

      “They were all quite promising,” Valasia said diplomatically, “but, unfortunately, given our circumstances, we need someone with greater experience.”

      “To be sure,” Fortik agreed. “I heard about my father’s offer to reassign Glavos. I assume it to be a jest, but I can’t be sure. I don’t suppose it’s worth your while to stay and find out?”

      “I don’t think Evernal could rightly steal away your own defenses just to bolster ours,” Valasia said, not quite answering the question.

      Fortik noticed, and chuckled. “Well said.”

      “I would ask a favor, though.”

      “Name it. If I am able to give it, I shall.”

      “Considering the assassination attempt on us earlier, I would be greatly in your debt if you could have a company of soldiers escort us a day or two out from Ivernwood.”

      “You are very polite not to mention that said assassination attempt took place within our city,” Fortik said.

      “I place no blame. The Overlord’s reach is long.”

      “That it is. Well, happily, that is one request I can easily grant. In fact, I shall accompany you myself, with a group of both soldiers and mages.”

      “I thank you kindly.”

      “Think nothing of it. You know, Rylan, my father was quite taken by your powers. Or so I heard after the fact, seeing as he banished me from the room.”

      “Well… parlor tricks are popular…”

      Fortik laughed good-naturedly. “I hear they were a good bit more than that.”

      Rather than play a back-and-forth game of false modesty, I decided to try and confirm something that the jester said – but in the most roundabout way possible. “Did Ivernwood ever have a time mage?”

      “Not that I know of.”

      “Actually, your grace – ” Kerr began.

      “‘Fortik’ for tonight, remember? Fortik,” the prince gently rebuked him.

      “Ahem… yes… there actually was a time mage here many years ago.”

      So the jester had been telling the truth.

      “Really?” Fortik said in surprise.

      “There was?” Valasia asked, her eyes wide.

      “He was here before my appointment as Master, and before you were even born,” Kerr said to Fortik. “But yes, there was apparently a time mage Apprentice in Ivernwood. Very early in your father’s reign, so… perhaps thirty years ago.”

      “What can you tell us of him?” Fortik said.

      “Nothing, unfortunately. I have only heard offhand comments over the years.”

      “How odd I’ve never heard of this before… Grand Master!” Fortik called out loudly.

      Burkell, who was sitting over at another table with Ipalia and Ura, turned his head. “Yes, your grace?”

      I noticed Fortik didn’t bother extending his lack of niceties to Burkell. “What’s this I hear about a time mage Apprentice in Ivernwood thirty years ago?”

      Burkell looked uncomfortable. “It was before my time here, your grace.”

      “What do you know about him?”

      “Next to nothing, your grace, just that he was once in Ivernwood.”

      “Do you know his name?”

      “No, your grace.”

      Fortik looked annoyed. “Well, is there anyone here old enough to know about him?”

      I hadn’t made the connection before this moment, but almost all of Ivernwood’s mages were fairly young. Burkell looked to be in his fifties, and most others seemed younger by a decade or more.

      Although, to be fair, Arjen and Trammel had been the oldest mages in Evernal. The vast majority of the other Masters in Evernal were in their thirties and forties.

      But the jester… if I was correct about his grey hair beneath his cap, and if his talk last night had actually been something less than gibberish, then he would have been exactly the right age to have known about the time mage.

      “Master Tavalin would know, but he is not here at the moment,” Burkell replied.

      “Well, I’ll have to corner him at some point and ask for details. Thank you, Grand Master.”

      Burkell bowed his head. “My pleasure, your grace.”

      Fortik turned back to me. “You learn something new every day… how did you know to ask?”

      I lied a bit. “I didn’t… it was just interesting how your jester went on about time mages last night, and how your father played along with him. Like they knew something.”

      “I have to stop you right there,” Fortik said with a playfully stern look. “Fergus is definitely not my jester. The little bastard has been there my entire life, but as soon as I’m king, I’m throwing him on the funeral pyre with my father’s body, whether the little shit is alive or not.”

      I raised an eyebrow. “I’m sure he’ll have something to say about that.”

      “Yes: OW,” Fortik said, at which point we all laughed.

      The rest of the meal passed pleasantly, with Fortik asking about Kerr and Valasia’s homelands, and questioning me about Rivermeet. Overall, it was an enjoyable evening.

      Fortik struck me as a good soul. Ten times better than his father.

      But no matter how much I enjoyed his company, I was eager for dinner to end so I could find the jester and asked him what he knew about the time mage.

      As it turned out, I didn’t have to go find Fergus at all. He found me.
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      When I returned to my room after dinner, the jester was already inside waiting for me. He was sitting on the only chair in the room, looking for all the world like a small child with his feet sticking just off the end of the wooden seat.

      “What are you doing in here?” I asked, both irritated and surprised.

      Surprised that he had come to me, and irritated that he had somehow unlocked the door. It felt like a violation of my privacy.

      “Waiting for you, silly,” the dwarf said with a grin. “Took you long enough. How much did you eat, the entire horse?”

      “How did you get in here?”

      “Through the door. Ask me another easy one.”

      I narrowed my eyes at him. “What was all that about the time mage last night?”

      “Oh, not quite so easy!” the jester said with a giggle. “A long time ago, it was, in a land… well, not so far away. Right here, in fact.”

      “What can you tell me about him?”

      “That he was a he.”

      “That’s helpful,” I said sarcastically.

      “And a time mage.”

      “You’re a veritable font of information. What was his name?”

      “I forget.”

      “How long was he here?”

      “I forget.”

      “Why did he leave?”

      “I forget.”

      “It seems you’ve forgotten more than you remember.”

      “I know he could see backwards through time.”

      I stared at him in surprise.

      Arjen had mentioned that seeing backwards through time might be one of my eventual powers.

      “How?”

      “He told me.”

      “No, not how you know – how did he do it?”

      “Don’t know – not a time mage!” the dwarf said cheerfully. “Although he said once it was like getting a stiffie without touching it – you could think all you want about the lady’s naughty bits, but the bone had to happen on its own!”

      I was startled by the analogy. It was almost exactly what Valasia had said about my ability to include her in my time window while the rest of the world was frozen.

      “If you were to go to the place where you saw me last night and practice there, I’m sure you might see extraordinary things!” the dwarf said with a giggle. “Like me mooning you! That’ll give you a chubbie for sure, I’m sure!”

      And without another word, he jumped off the chair and waddled past me, the bells on his cap tinkling as he sang,

      “Time can come

      “And time can bore –

      “But I only come

      “Inside a whore!

      “Ho ho, ho ho, ho ho, ho ho!

      “I only come inside a whore!”

      I heard rather than saw him disappear down the corridor as his obscene ditty faded, along with the tinkling of his bells.
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      I didn’t know what to think exactly – was Fergus toying with me, or trying to pass on some bit of information in his annoying, brain-addled way? – but I headed on down to the corridor nonetheless.

      It was early enough in the evening that I didn’t care who saw me. I got a few strange looks from servants, and one even asked if I was lost, but I merely replied that I was stretching my legs before bed. He left me alone after that.

      The corridor in question was down in the bowels of the castle, below the street level of the town. There was no one down there – just a lonely stretch of dead-end passageways and storage rooms that housed non-perishables and bric-a-brac. A few oil lamps cast dim shadows along the walls and floor.

      I checked to make sure the damn dwarf wasn’t hiding behind the urn again. He wasn’t.

      Then I sighed and looked around.

      As far as seeing into the past, I had no idea what to do or how to do it… but I trusted that the jester wasn’t just trying to make a fool out of me.

      Although that would be just the thing for a fool to do – make somebody else the fool for a change.

      At any rate, I decided to try to see into the past.

      I squinted my eyes and gritted my teeth –

      Nothing happened.

      I grunted as though trying to move my bowels –

      Nothing happened.

      Like getting a stiffie without touching it…

      I thought of Valasia, naked and voluptuous in bed…

      There was definitely a reaction from my body, but not the kind I was looking for.

      I sighed and sat down on the ground. This was pointless.

      Part of me rued being a time mage. Without another one to teach me, I was left floundering in the dark, taking questionable advice from a hunchbacked dwarf.

      I thought about finding Tavalin, the old Master that Burkell had mentioned, and see if he could tell me something about the time mage who had once lived in Ivernwood.

      Thirty years ago… if the time mage were my age back then, that would put him in his early fifties now… he might actually still be alive…

      Was he the one that Arjen had spoken about? The only other time mage in the vast kingdoms of Voth?

      What had happened to him?

      As my mind wandered, the wine from my meal worked on me, and my eyelids began to droop.

      I began to daydream, or maybe even dream… about the dwarf, and the king, and Prince Fortik… about Valasia… and how much I was looking forward to being alone with her tomorrow night…

      My eyelids fluttered, my head nodded –

      And then someone walked right in front of me.

      I opened my eyes wide, startled, as a cloaked figure strode past me.

      A hood covered its head, so I couldn’t see who it was. Because of the cape it, I couldn’t even tell whether it was a man or a woman.

      Odd that they hadn’t said anything as they walked by, with me sitting on the floor like I was.

      “Sorry,” I said drowsily, “I’m just…”

      My words trailed off in shock.

      For one, the cloaked figure did not react to my words.

      For another, there was no sound – not footsteps, not even the flutter of cloth as the cloak ballooned out behind him.

      And finally, I realized that I could see one of the oil lamps through the figure’s body.

      My heart started hammering within my chest.

      Was this a dream?

      Was it a ghost?

      Or… was this my power asserting itself?!

      I watched, wide-eyed, as the figure stopped just twelve feet from me –

      – and a dark elf emerged silently from a side hallway.

      He was dressed in black from head to foot, like the assassins who had attacked me and Valasia in the streets of Ivernwood – except his hood was pulled back to reveal his dark blue skin, white hair, and yellow eyes.

      Maybe this was the assassin who had gotten away!

      Was he real?

      Or was he a phantom?

      I couldn’t tell.

      In my half-awake state, I panicked. I started to stand up –

      The figures suddenly faded and vanished.

      NO! Dammit!

      I grunted and clenched my fists and tried to bring them back –

      But nothing happened.

      The corridor remained empty.

      I sighed. At least I could see what was down the hallway the dark elf had emerged from.

      I was just about to walk down there when I heard a sharp voice:

      “What are you doing down here, Apprentice?!”

      I looked behind me.

      Ipalia was there, walking slowly arm-in-arm with Ura the blind elf.

      “What? I – ”

      I looked down the corridor at the spot where I’d seen the dark elf, then decided it wasn’t worth showing my hand.

      What I’d seen was in the past, anyway. I wasn’t missing anything in the present. If I came back down later, I could quite possibly see more.

      I turned back to Ipalia. “I, uh, was just out for a walk before bed.”

      “What a coincidence,” Ura said cheerfully. “So were we!”

      “Why are you down here?” Ipalia snapped.

      I thought fast.

      “Well, I couldn’t exactly walk the streets of Ivernwood, with a dark elf assassin out there.”

      Even though I’d done it midday after I’d taken my leave of Aurelia.

      Ipalia scowled. “This area is off-limits.”

      “Sorry, I didn’t see any signs,” I said with just a touch of sarcasm.

      “What a coincidence – neither did I!” Ura joked with a huge smile.

      Ipalia just scowled harder. “And you looked like you were grimacing at something, not walking!”

      “Bit of a digestive issue,” I said, patting my belly. “Trying to pass gas. Excuse me if one slips out.”

      “Gods,” Ipalia snarled in disgust.

      But Ura laughed, a beautiful sound that echoed amongst the hallways.

      “Oh no, Ipalia – he’s human, just like you! Of course, elves never fart,” Ura said in mock seriousness, but couldn’t suppress her smile.

      “I don’t – we – never mind!” Ipalia said, flustered. Then she turned back to me. “Get back to your room at once!”

      “Yes, Mistress,” I said, and started walking towards them so I could slip past.

      As long as I could return to the hallway in the middle of the night, I would do whatever the bitch wanted me to – for the moment.

      “I have a better idea,” Ura said. “Mistress Ipalia is very kind to take me for a walk most evenings, but I know that I press too much upon her goodwill. Would you be so kind as to accompany me back to my tower, Apprentice?”

      “I’m perfectly fine taking you back,” Ipalia said defensively.

      “I know, but I rely on you too much, avasla,” Ura replied. Apparently avasla was some elvish term of endearment. “Rylan must return to his room, and I must go as well… let us kill two birds with one stone, and you can get on with your evening.”

      Ipalia looked at me distrustfully. “I don’t know…”

      “I’ll be fine,” Ura said with a smile. “If you’re worried he shall take advantage of me – well, I can only hope!”

      Oh dear.

      “Mistress Ura!” Ipalia said, scandalized.

      Ura laughed. “You’re so uptight, Ipalia – it was a joke! But please, let the handsome young Apprentice escort me to my room, hm?”

      Ipalia looked askance at the elf, then glowered at me. “Well? Get over here!”

      I walked over to them, and Ipalia transferred Ura’s arm from hers to mine.

      “If a hair on her head is out of place, I’ll take it out of your hide personally, Apprentice,” Ipalia snarled.

      “Understood,” I said.

      “We’ll be fine, Mother,” Ura joked with another laugh. “Come, Rylan, spirit me away!”

      I started walking along the corridor with Ura hanging onto my arm. I glanced back over my shoulder to see Ipalia giving me the evil eye.

      “I hope I didn’t embarrass you back there,” Ura whispered. “I didn’t really mean anything untoward.”

      “I know,” I said, although I wasn’t exactly sure I believed her. “By the way, where are we going?”

      “Oh, I’m sorry,” she said apologetically. “My tower is across the city from the castle. If you want, we can go back and Ipalia can escort me – ”

      “No, it’s fine, you’ll just have to give me directions.” I paused. “As best you can, I mean.”

      “If you would allow me to enter your mind and see through your eyes, I could easily guide us there,” she suggested.

      “Um… no, thank you. I’ll just make do.”

      “Here I am, bothering you again when you are being so very kind to me… don’t worry. I know the way well. If you can get me to the courtyard, I’ll be able to direct you.”

      We continued on up through the corridors until we reached the cool night air of the outdoors.

      “Are you and Mistress Ipalia close?” I asked.

      “Closer than I am with the other Masters. She is so very kind to take me on walks in the evening, but, I must admit… she’s a bit dour,” Ura said with a kind smile.

      “You don’t say,” I murmured cheekily.

      She laughed again, the sound beautiful as a crystal bell. “Ah, Rylan, if only more people in Ivernwood had a sense of humor like yours…”

      “I’m sure there are plenty,” I said as I led her through the empty streets of the town.

      “Not in the circles I travel in,” she said with a touch of dejection. “Which, owing to my position and infirmity, are rather limited indeed.”

      I looked around at the dark shops we were passing. “Perhaps you should take a walk out in the streets and see – I mean, uh – meet the vendors.”

      Ura smiled. “You don’t have to change your figures of speech just because I’m blind. I use ‘see’ all the time.”

      “Alright.”

      “I have to admit something.”

      “What?”

      “I asked you to escort me because I thought I was doing you a bit of a favor back there.”

      “How so?”

      “Well, I was afraid Ipalia might make trouble for you, so I figured if I intervened…”

      “I appreciate that, Mistress.”

      “Although now I feel that I might have inconvenienced you even more, having to escort a slow, blind woman across town.”

      “Not at all, Mistress. I’m happy for the cheerful company.”

      “Well, that I can provide plenty of.”

      She talked ceaselessly and happily as we wound our way through the streets until we finally reached her tower.

      I ushered her all the way up the circular steps safely, and she fumbled with the lock.

      Once the door was open, I could see into her room. There was a chair and table facing us – but most everything beyond that was hidden by darkness.

      After all, she didn’t need light like the rest of us.

      Ura turned to face me.

      “Rylan…” she said softly.

      I was slightly dreading what was to come. I figured she was about to make romantic overtures towards me, and I didn’t look forward to turning her down.

      Nor did I have any intention of taking her up on it. Ura had a pretty enough face, but she was still a Master in a vicious kingdom. There were some things which were just not worth the risk.

      The only consolation I had was that Valasia and I would leave tomorrow morning. So whatever awkwardness I had to endure now would quickly be over.

      “I know you haven’t had an easy time of it, between our king’s crude jokes and the Council’s distrust of you,” Ura said. “I want you to know, if you ever need to talk, I am here.”

      Talk… or do anything ELSE you might want.

      “Thank you, Mistress, but we won’t be here long.”

      “No?”

      “No, we’re leaving tomorrow for Heindell.”

      “Oh, such a pity,” she said sadly, then smiled. “A pity for us, not you. I’m sure you will be glad to take leave of what I understand is a dreary town. Having never seen it, I don’t want to go on the record one way or the other.”

      She smiled impishly at her joke.

      “You’re not missing much,” I confided in a humorous tone.

      She laughed again. “You’re a breath of fresh air, Rylan. I must admit, since you’re leaving so soon, I want to ask you one last favor…”

      “What?” I asked, steeling myself for a soft hand reaching out for my chest.

      “May I read your mind?” she asked, almost pleading. “Just once?”

      “I… I’m really not comfortable with that, Mistress.”

      Especially given the vision I had just seen of the dark elf.

      Ura smiled and nodded. “I understand. But I had to ask.”

      “That’s fine. One can always ask.”

      “Well… thank you for the escort and the lovely company. And if I don’t see you tomorrow before you leave,” she teased, “may you have the safest of journeys.”

      “Thank you, Mistress.”

      “A pleasure meeting you, Rylan.”

      “You as well, Mistress.”

      And then she went into her room and shut the door.

      Relieved that I hadn’t had to fend off any sexual advances, I clattered down the tower steps, out into the night air, and walked back across town.

      Once I was back inside the castle, I made my way down to the depths. I used my powers to start and stop time, just as I had the previous night, in order to bypass any guards and rush through open areas where I might be seen.

      I kept a watchful eye out for Ipalia – but either she had already returned to her own tower, or she was still somewhere down in the lower corridors.

      When I returned to the alcove with the urn, I stopped time and checked all the hallways so as to be sure I would not get any nasty surprises. I saw nothing.

      Then I waited three minutes until my powers completely replenished.

      With a full eighty seconds to work with, I seized one of the oil lamps and made my way down the hallway I had seen the dark elf emerge from.

      There were a couple of unlocked doors, with nothing inside but barrels and crates. Other than that, the hallway came to a dead end.

      I returned time back to normal and tried with all my might to summon the vision again – but nothing happened.

      I was on edge, afraid of being discovered; my being ill at ease probably made using my new power impossible.

      Still, I was frustrated beyond measure to not be able to duplicate the spell.

      But I knew one thing for certain:

      There had recently been a dark elf inside Ivernwood castle.

      And someone within the castle had met with him.
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      Valasia stared at me in amazement as I stood there in her chamber – which was much larger and better furnished than mine, I might add. Such were the perks of being a Master.

      “You’re joking,” she finally said.

      “About which part?” I asked.

      “A dark elf, here?!” she whispered as she began to pace, talking to herself more than to me. “And a traitor, too! – plus your new power – and the jester told you how to use it?!”

      “Well, you seem to have covered all the parts, but I wasn’t joking about any of them,” I said drily.

      “This is incredible – I don’t even know where to begin!” Valasia lamented.

      “Does it change our plan to leave tomorrow?”

      “No – no, we need to get out of Ivernwood as fast as possible. Especially now that we may have a traitor in or midst.”

      “Shouldn’t we tell them?”

      “Who? The king?” she asked sarcastically.

      “Mistress Ura. She could read people’s minds – ”

      “Unless she has read their minds and already knows,” Valasia pointed out. “In fact, if she hasn’t sounded the alarm yet, it actually points to her being involved.”

      “Maybe she’s not able to read their minds deeply enough to find that much out.”

      “…perhaps…”

      “You really think she’s involved? She seems so harmless.”

      “I don’t know what to think. All I know is we can’t trust anyone.”

      “At least she wasn’t the figure I saw in the vision.”

      “How do you know that?”

      “The person in the cloak was walking swiftly and confidently. Mistress Ura wouldn’t have been able to do that,” I said as I pointed to my eyes.

      “Hm… yes….”

      “And it can’t be the jester, either. The cloaked figure was too tall.”

      “The mysterious figure might not have been the jester, but that doesn’t mean he isn’t working against us somehow,” Valasia cautioned me.

      “Why would he alert me to the meeting, though, if he’s involved? That makes no sense.”

      “You’re right… but nothing makes sense about all of this…”

      “If you’re that worried that someone in Ivernwood is working against us, aren’t you concerned that we might be attacked when we leave the castle tomorrow?”

      “That’s why I asked Fortik to escort us.”

      “Which is a danger in and of itself, if – ”

      “If Fortik or one of his men betray us,” she finished glumly.

      “You’ve already considered it?”

      “I have.” She raised an eyebrow. “You really think it’s possible?”

      “…possible, but not probable. At least not Fortik. He strikes me as a good fellow, unlike Burkell or Ipalia.”

      Valasia nodded, and didn’t even correct me about calling them by their titles. “I feel the same way.”

      “Although I never thought ill of Lammel, either.”

      “I know… it’s all quite mind-boggling when you don’t know who you can trust…”

      “Even if we can trust Fortik, he can only take us so far – unless he and his men accompany us all the way to Heindell.”

      “I doubt that will happen. My guess is we’ll part with them halfway at Wyvernwood.”

      “We could still be waylaid after that. I mean, the entire Council and Court knows we’re headed for Heindell. Whoever is plotting against us can just tell their assassins to wait and ambush us later.”

      “That’s why we’re not going to Heindell.”

      I stared at her. “What?”

      “Heindell was one of several options. Grand Master Merrick and I made a list, just in case something happened – like an assassination attempt.”

      “Why didn’t you tell me?”

      “Not because I didn’t trust you,” she reassured me. “Mostly because it was a backup plan, and we didn’t seriously think anything would happen. But now…”

      “Where are we going, then?”

      “I haven’t decided. Just not to Heindell.”

      “So it’s to be a surprise, then,” I said with a touch of sarcasm.

      She shot me a slightly reproving look – and then her eyes went wide as she thought of something else.

      “Speaking of surprises – what the hell is the jester playing at?!”

      “I’m curious about that myself,” I said.

      “Do you think he’s trying to lead you into a trap?”

      I frowned. “I don’t think so… otherwise someone would have been waiting down there for me when I went to investigate. No… strange as it is… I think he’s on our side. But I can’t tell who else’s side he’s on.”

      “And this new power of yours – you weren’t able to do it again?”

      “No.” I thought back to when I’d stopped time in the alleyway with the dark elves, but had still allowed Valasia to speak and move. “I’m learning a fair number of tricks, but I don’t seem to be able to do them at will.”

      “You will – it will come in time.” She gave a sharp, bitter laugh. “We should ask the jester to come along with us. He would make a better mentor for you than any mage I know of, including myself.”

      “Hm,” I grunted. “What do we do?”

      “About the jester?”

      “No, about the dark elf I saw in the vision.”

      “Something tells me that even if I ordered you not to go back down there tonight, you would absolutely disobey me.”

      I grinned. “You might be right about that.”

      “If you’re going to go, at least do it late at night when you’re less likely to be caught.”

      “That’s the plan.”

      Valasia nodded as she stared into the distance, tapping her fingernail against her teeth. “If you can find out who the traitor is, that would be incredibly valuable… and we could even tell Fortik once we take our leave of him. If he hasn’t slit our throats.”

      “Don’t worry,” I said with a grin, “I’ll stop time before he can.”

      “Let’s hope.” She looked worried. “Whatever you do, be careful.”

      “I always am.”

      “No, you’re not,” she said grimly. “And that’s what worries me.”

      “Don’t worry about me. I’ll be fine.”

      “Alright… if you find out anything shocking, come and tell me, even if it’s the middle of the night.”

      “How shocking is ‘shocking’?”

      “If you recognize the traitor, come to me immediately.” Valasia gave me a little smile. “Who knows, we might have to flee in the middle of the night, with you carrying me on your back down a wall – like a certain portal mage in Evernal.”

      Now it was my turn to be surprised. Valasia had obviously seen me and Shala scurrying about in the night at some point.

      “You know about that?”

      “You’re not quite as careful as you think, Rylan. Seriously, though… watch your back.”

      “I will,” I promised her, then left the room.
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      I walked down the corridor in the depths of the castle.

      As soon as I reached the urn and the alcove, I concentrated – and the ghostly cloaked figure materialized out of nowhere.

      It walked past me, then continued on down the hall.

      I didn’t see the face, though, and I ran to keep up.

      The dark elf walked out of the darkness to meet the figure.

      I was expecting it this time, and so I didn’t panic. I was prepared.

      What I was not prepared for was when the dark elf pointed at me and said, He’s following you.

      I stood there in shock as the figure in the cloak turned around, pulled back its hood –

      Revealing the jester, suddenly five and a half feet tall.

      Shouldn’t have trusted me, fool, he said with a grin. Shouldn’t have trusted me. And now my REAL master is here!

      I backed away in terror, turned to run away –

      And ran smack into the chest of the Overlord, who stared down at me with glowing red eyes.

      No! I cried out, and stumbled backwards –

      But all of a sudden, more cloaked figures stepped out of the hallways. They pulled back their hoods, one by one, and I watched in silent horror as faces I knew appeared.

      Merrick.

      Shala.

      Jacosta.

      Pela.

      Grand Master Arjen.

      Shouldn’t have trusted us, Rylan, they all spoke in unison, in a sort of chant. Shouldn’t have trusted us… shouldn’t have trusted us…

      

      I jerked awake and bolted upright in bed, panting hard and sweat streaming down my face. It was only after a few moments of deliberately calming myself that I was able to return my breathing to normal.

      I got up out of bed and opened the window. Judging by the moon’s position, it was probably close to midnight.

      A perfect time to go sneaking around… although, after that dream, I had absolutely no desire to go skulking around the dark corridors of the castle.

      Instead I gazed down at the rooftops – and saw a tiny figure sitting on the roof, staring up at my window.

      Neelee.

      She waved.

      I grinned and waved back.

      “Hold on,” I whispered loudly, “I’ll be down in a minute.”

      Suddenly her figure shifted and shrank, and a raven was flying through the air.

      She’s running AGAIN?! I thought to myself in annoyance –

      But this time the bird flew up to my window, perched on my windowsill –

      And in the blink of an eye, a beautiful girl was sitting there, her legs dangling off the side.

      “I can come up here,” she said.

      She was dressed in her previous outfit of formfitting pants and blouse, apparently what she wore beneath her Apprentice robes.

      Her voice was pretty, though without humor. She sounded entirely earnest and serious – almost sad.

      Then suddenly her eyes grew wide as she stared at me.

      It took me a second to realize why: I had been sleeping in the nude, and had gone to the window in the same state.

      “Oh gods!” she cried, blushing in the moonlight as she hurriedly turned away. “I should go – ”

      I caught her arm before she could transform. “Stay! Just – don’t go anywhere and I’ll throw on some clothes.”

      “…all right…” she said hesitantly as she kept facing away from me.

      I glimpsed her peeking back at me as I turned to grab my pants, though, and I smiled to myself.

      Once I was dressed, I turned around. “Well? Do you want to come in?”

      “I… I didn’t mean to see you… like that,” she said nervously as she turned around. She wouldn’t look me in the eye as she said it.

      “I don’t care. I would have stayed naked if you would have promised not to run away.”

      Her head jerked up and she stared me in the eye. “…really?!”

      “Why, do you want me to take my clothes off again?” I teased as I reached to pull off my shirt –

      “NO! No, I – no, keep it on,” she murmured, though she sounded conflicted.

      She also bit her lower lip in a way that I found maddeningly attractive.

      “Well, come in, then,” I said as I went back and sat on the bed.

      “I can just stay here. It’s no bother.”

      “It’s no bother for you to come in, either. But do as you please.”

      She continued sitting on the windowsill, but she gradually put her toes down on the floor. She reminded me of a skittish bird that had to be lured with breadcrumbs.

      “My name’s Rylan,” I said.

      “I know,” she replied matter-of-factly.

      “And yours is Neelee, right?”

      “Yes.”

      We sat in silence for a moment, me on the bed, her on the windowsill.

      “Well – ” I said, about to make general conversation –

      “Thank you,” she blurted out.

      “For what?”

      She frowned. “For what you did this afternoon.”

      “Oh – that. Of course.”

      “You forgot?” she asked, sounding both surprised and sad.

      “No, of course not, I just – you don’t need to thank me.”

      “No one else would have done it,” she said bitterly.

      “Yeah, I kind of gathered that.”

      As much as I liked Petris, I had to admit, his lack of reaction to her predicament – his complete acceptance bullying as an ordinary occurrence – had bothered me.

      Of course, Petris was something of an outsider, too. So putting his neck on the line for an even bigger outcast probably wasn’t on his list of ‘Smart Things To Do.’

      “You’re the first person in Ivernwood who’s ever been nice to me,” Neelee said. “Though that makes sense, since you’re not even from Ivernwood.”

      “What about Kerr and Ura? They seem like good people.”

      “Master Kerr and Mistress Ura?” she asked, her eyes wide, like she was scandalized that I’d referred to them without their titles.

      “Right. Master Kerr and Mistress Ura.”

      “I guess you’re right… they’re nice to me,” she admitted. “I wasn’t thinking of Masters, though, I was thinking of Apprentices.”

      “Makes sense.”

      “Does it?”

      “Well, you only spend an hour at most with a few Masters per day, but you spend hours and hours with the other Apprentices.”

      “If I’m not in class, I try to not spend any time with them at all,” she said miserably.

      “Hence the roof,” I said, pointing out the window.

      “What? Oh… yes. I like to be alone.”

      “Understandable, seeing as how they treat you.”

      “Yes… why did you help me?”

      I shrugged. “Because you needed help.”

      “But I always need help, and no one else ever helps me. Why did you?”

      “Because I’m not like those people.”

      She looked at me in silence for a moment… then asked, “Can I sit on your bed? The windowsill isn’t so comfortable.”

      “Of course,” I said, gesturing to the foot of the bed.

      She walked over and sat down hesitantly. Truly a skittish little bird.

      “So – ” I began.

      “Is it different where you’re from?” she asked.

      “Different how?”

      “Are people nicer where you’re from?”

      I thought for a second.

      “Well, where I’m originally from – a place called Rivermeet – yes, people are much nicer. In Evernal… they’re getting better. There were some real assholes when I got there, and I suppose there still are, but some of them are getting better.”

      I was specifically thinking of Aran Val as one of the ones who was getting better – and Ravik was one of the ones who definitely wasn’t.

      “Why did you leave Rivermeet?”

      “To fight the Overlord.”

      “Really,” she asked, impressed.

      “Yes – why, what was the reason you left – where are you from?”

      “A village called Dalook. You’ve never heard of it, it’s tiny.”

      “You’re right, I never have, but that doesn’t mean anything. I hadn’t heard of much before I left Rivermeet.”

      “There’s only twenty people there.”

      “That is tiny,” I agreed. “Why did you leave Dalook, if it wasn’t to fight the Overlord?”

      “People were mean to me there, too. I thought they might be nicer here.” She sighed. “They’re not.”

      “Your parents weren’t nice to you?”

      “My parents died when I was very young. My uncle raised me, and he let it be known that he didn’t need another mouth to feed.”

      “Oh… I’m sorry to hear that. I lost my parents when I was young, too.”

      “You did?” She sounded sad and sweet, like she was more heartbroken over my loss than hers.

      “Yes.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      “Thank you. I’m sorry about yours, too.”

      “You already said that,” she pointed out.

      I chuckled. “I did, didn’t I.”

      She cringed. “I’m sorry, that was strange, wasn’t it? You were being nice, I shouldn’t have said that.”

      “It’s alright.”

      The more she talked, the more upset she got.

      “That’s one of the reasons nobody likes me – I’m so strange sometimes. My uncle always says – ”

      Her voice switched into a feminine parody of a gruff voice.

      “ – ‘Neelee, you’ll never find a husband if you keep acting like a squirrel who keeps running away!’”

      I laughed. “Well, number one, having a husband isn’t all it’s cracked up to be, I hear. And two, if the husband has eyes, he’ll be interested in you.”

      “Why wouldn’t he have eyes?” Neelee asked in shock, as though I were suggesting she was doomed to have an eyeless husband.

      “I’m sure he will – I just meant – ”

      “Do you mean only someone without eyes would want me?!” she cried out plaintively.

      Good gods, I was beginning to see why she had a problem with the other Apprentices.

      But I reminded myself of how she had been treated earlier, and forced myself to remain calm and compassionate.

      “Quite the opposite,” I said.

      “What do you mean?”

      “I mean that I think you’re very beautiful.”

      “Oh!” she exclaimed, then blushed. “…really?”

      “Really.”

      She was quiet for a second, then said, “Are you just saying that so you can lie with me?”

      I laughed out loud, then said in a deadpan voice, “Yes, that’s the only reason.”

      She stared. “It is?”

      “No! I was joking!”

      She frowned. “You were joking that I was pretty?”

      “NO! I was joking about the only reason I said it was so I could lie with you!”

      Even saying ‘lie with you’ seemed like a funny, fusty, fuddy-duddy way of talking about sex.

      “Oh…” She narrowed her eyes and frowned in confusion. “So… you do or you don’t want to lie with me?”

      I laughed at the utter absurdity of the conversation. “We’ve just met, so I’m not trying to lie with you.”

      “…oh.” She seemed disappointed. “Because it would be alright if you were.”

      “If I were what?”

      “Trying to lie with me.”

      I raised my eyebrows. For such an odd girl, Neelee was quite forward.

      “Not that I would do it,” she said hastily. “Lie with you, I mean. But I wouldn’t mind it terribly if you wanted to lie with me.”

      “…alright… I’ll keep that in mind,” I said, amused.

      We sat there in awkward silence until she said out of nowhere, “Would you like to see me transform?”

      I shrugged. “Sure.”

      She stood up from the bed, hunched over, and suddenly her form seemed to dissolve –

      Until a small black bear was standing there looking at me.

      “Bravo,” I said, impressed.

      Then the bear stood up on its hind legs. Its limbs shifted and thinned –

      And I was looking at a black stork standing on one leg.

      “Very good!” I said.

      She transformed a couple more times into a black cat and a black dog, then returned to her human form and sat on the bed. For the first time, she smiled.

      “Excellent,” I complimented her.

      “I’m working with Master Zarkow on different animals,” she said. “It’s difficult, because they don’t have any Master Shapeshifters here. In fact, I’m the only Apprentice.”

      “I heard something about King Oxiris’s grandfather getting killed by one.”

      “Yes, that’s why they hate me,” she said matter-of-factly. “Well, one of the reasons they hate me.”

      I started to protest, but before I could say anything, she was off and running.

      “I’m better at birds. I learned to do the raven on my own, when I was a little girl,” she said, then sighed with happiness. “I love it most of all… I love flying, feeling free… it’s the most wonderful feeling in the world…”

      “Why do you stay here, then?” I asked.

      She looked at me in shock. “Why, where would I go?”

      “I don’t know. But if you could live free by yourself, why be miserable around people you don’t like?”

      She considered that for a moment. “That’s a good point… I guess I never thought about it like that because I always lived somewhere, so living nowhere wasn’t something I’d ever considered… although I would need a way to eat.”

      “You can’t eat what the animals you change into eat?” I asked.

      “Ew, I’m not going to eat worms!” she said, and laughed – the first time she’d done that, too.

      “Well, bears eat honey – and fish – ”

      “Raw fish. Ew. Besides, I may know how to turn into an animal, but I don’t know how to act like one. Even when I turn into a raven, the other ravens somehow know I’m not one of them, and they turn on me.” She looked sad again. “I can’t even fit in with other birds…”

      “You’ll figure it out,” I said encouragingly.

      “Fitting in with other birds?” she asked with a frown.

      “Fitting in, period. You’ll make friends. Things will change.”

      She scoffed – a funny sound, one she probably didn’t make very often. “Where will I get friends?”

      “I’ll tell Petris to be nice to you. He’s a good fellow.”

      She sighed unhappily. “I wouldn’t if I were him. If he’s my friend, he would just make it worse on himself.” Then she whipped her head over to look at me. “Wait – how long are you here for?”

      “Just until till tomorrow.”

      She groaned. “It figures… the one person who’s nice to me is leaving…”

      I thought for a second. “What if you left here and came to Evernal?”

      She frowned. “Why would I do that?”

      “Well… I mean, you can be an Apprentice anywhere, right? You can come to Evernal, and I can guarantee you people will be nicer to you there.”

      She looked mystified. “How can you guarantee that?”

      “Well, for one thing, nobody hates shapeshifters there.” I grinned. “And for another, because I’ll make them be nice to you.”

      Neelee’s jaw dropped open. “You mean… you would take me back to Evernal with you?!”

      I put up my hands to try to tamp down her enthusiasm. “I still have to go on a mission with Valasia – ”

      I saw the shock on her face.

      “Uh, with Mistress Valasia – and I should probably clear it with her first, but I don’t see why she would say ‘no.’ Even if she does, you could just show up there in a couple of weeks and ask to train. And you could mention I sent you. Go see Merrick, the Grand Master. He’s a beast master, he loves animals. He would probably jump at the chance to have you in the Academy. And if he doesn’t let you in, you can always go to Rivermeet to live. I promise you they’ll be kind to you – just tell them I’m your friend, they’ll accept you as family right away. You can even ask for the old hut I used to live in, if no one else has taken it yet. It’s really pretty – you can live right there on the seaside. Learn to transform into dolphins, whales, fish… seagulls…”

      I trailed off because she wasn’t saying anything. She just sat there on the foot of my bed, silent – though I saw her shoulders jerk and heave a little.

      “What’s wrong?” I asked, alarmed.

      She suddenly sobbed and wiped tears out of her eyes. “You’re so kind – no one’s ever been so kind to me before…”

      “I’m just being a decent human being, that’s all. I’m sorry you haven’t run into more of them.”

      “Why are you offering me all this?” she sniffled.

      “I hate how they treat you here. In fact, to be honest, I pretty much hate it here. I don’t know how you can stand it.”

      “I don’t know anything else… except Dalook, and I hate it there, too…”

      “Well, that doesn’t mean you have to accept it.”

      She stared at me for the longest time – bit her lower lip, as though she were trying to decide on something –

      And then she suddenly lunged forward at me.

      She had an animal quickness that caught me completely off-guard.

      For a split-second, I thought she was going to attack me –

      But instead she kissed me.

      Although it was more of her lips slamming into mine.

      “Ow!” I exclaimed as I backed up, then laughed.

      She looked like she was about to burst into tears again.

      “Wait – what – stop, why are you crying?”

      “I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have done that – I don’t even know how to do it, I don’t know what I was thinking – ”

      “What, kiss?”

      “I should go – ” she said, and stood up.

      I caught her by her hand and forcefully pulled her back down on the bed. “No.”

      She looked at me with wide eyes and asked breathlessly, “You don’t… want me to go?”

      “No, I don’t.”

      “…oh… but I made a terrible mess of kissing you…”

      I laughed. “You didn’t make a mess.”

      “But I didn’t do it right…”

      “Ohhhh, so you kiss people often, do you?”

      She frowned. “No – I’ve never kissed anyone before.”

      “So how do you know you messed it up?”

      “You said ‘ow’.”

      I chuckled. “Alright, you have me there, but… that doesn’t mean I don’t want to try again.”

      “Really?”

      “Really.”

      She looked at me searchingly. “…can… can you teach me?”

      I smiled. “Yes, I can teach you. Hold still.”

      I leaned in slowly and kissed her.

      She stayed still as a statue as I kissed her. At the end, I pulled very gently on her lower lip with my lips before I leaned back.

      She sat there, transfixed, her eyes closed like she was in bliss. Then she slowly opened them.

      “That was… lovely,” she whispered. “Can we do it again?”

      I grinned, then moved over beside her and kissed her once more.

      We did that for a long time, our lips sensually moving over each other’s.

      When I used my tongue, she slowly opened her mouth and moaned as I kissed her deeply.

      After a few minutes, she took my hand in hers.

      “Will you… will you touch me?” she whispered.

      “Of course,” I whispered. “Where?”

      She placed my hand on her tiny breast. “…here.”

      I went back to kissing her while also caressing her through her blouse. She shivered at my touch.

      I could feel the hard peak of her nipple beneath the cloth. When I squeezed it gently, she moaned louder.

      “Can we take our clothes off?” she asked breathlessly.

      I smiled. “We can… but are you sure you want to?”

      “Why – don’t you want to?” she asked, suddenly concerned.

      “Yes, I do, but – are you sure that’s what you want? I mean… we only have tonight, unless you come to Evernal.”

      “I thought you wanted me to come to Evernal,” she said, alarmed.

      “I do – but… I should warn you, I, uh, ‘lie’ with several other women there, so it’s not like you and I would be exclusive.”

      Neelee looked shocked. “Several women?!”

      “Yes.”

      “At the same time?!”

      I laughed. “No. One at a time.”

      “Oh.” She seemed slightly less alarmed. “Do they know about each other?”

      “Yes.”

      “And they’re fine with it?”

      I shrugged. “Some more than others, but… they accept the arrangement.”

      I thought of Valasia and wondered what she would think of this.

      Well, she DID order me to sleep with Apprentices…

      “But,” I continued, “I don’t want you to do this if it’s because you think we’ll be together forever, because I can’t guarantee that.”

      “Oh, I don’t think that,” she said dismissively, as though we were discussing the weather.

      “Good.”

      “I just wanted to thank you for what you did for me this afternoon.”

      I frowned and reared back a few inches. “Neelee, you don’t have to thank me for that. Certainly not this way.”

      “No?”

      “No.”

      “That’s not a good reason to do this with you?”

      “Not really.”

      She stared at me in the moonlight and slowly bit her lower lip.

      “Then… I want it for me,” she whispered.

      I smiled.

      “That’s the right answer,” I murmured, and kissed her again.

      A moment later, I pulled her blouse up over her head, exposing her tiny body. I kissed her graceful neck, her delicate collarbones, and worked my way down to her breasts. They were small and perky against her ribcage, her areolas tiny circles almost no bigger around than her nipples. When I leaned and licked one, she breathed in sharply. When I sucked, she grabbed my head and ran her fingers through my hair.

      I eventually lay her back on the bed and undid her pants. She lifted her ass to help me, and I pulled them off.

      Between her thighs was a thatch of dark hair. I could smell her scent, sweet and musky.

      I got up off the side of the bed and undressed. She watched, entranced, as I took off my clothes.

      When my manhood sprang erect from my pants, her mouth dropped open into an ‘O’ and she reached out and touched it with her silky hand.

      When I groaned, she smiled in delight.

      “You like that?” she whispered.

      “I like it very much,” I said.

      She just grinned and rubbed me softly up and down, until I was aching with need.

      “Take down your hair,” I whispered.

      She took the pins out of her hair and shook it out. Light brown curls spilled across the pillow behind her.

      I climbed onto the bed beside her and began to caress her – the insides of her thighs… her belly… the little thatch of hair between her legs, which was wet – so wet.

      She moaned and pressed her hips up against my hand.

      At the same time I touched her, I nuzzled her breasts, nibbled her neck, kissed her lips.

      All she did was caress my staff, both hands tracing every contour of it, every vein.

      “Please,” she finally said huskily. “Please do it. I’m dying, please do it.”

      I gazed into her eyes. “You’ve never done this before, have you?”

      She shook her head, a silent ‘no.’

      “It might hurt a little at first. If you want to stop, just say so – alright?”

      She nodded as she continued to caress me.

      “Promise me.”

      “I promise,” she whispered.

      I used my hand to slowly push her knees apart. Once she understood, she opened her legs wide for me.

      I crawled on top of her and looked into her eyes. They sparkled in the moonlight as she stared back into mine.

      I kissed her softly, and with the head of my staff found her warm wetness… and gently eased forward.

      She gasped as she stared into my eyes.

      “Are you alright?” I whispered.

      She nodded yes almost frantically.

      I eased further inside her, and she winced.

      “Do you want to – ”

      “Don’t stop,” she moaned. “Don’t stop, it feels good, don’t stop.”

      I slowly eased into her until I was all the way inside, at which point her eyes widened and she groaned.

      “Oh gods… it feels even better than I thought…”

      I grinned.

      We kissed softly at first, then passionately, as I rocked inside her.

      She made little animal sounds of pleasure with every thrust. She kissed the side of my face and whispered into my ear, “Yes… yes… oh gods… yes…”

      As she neared the brink of ecstasy, I think it took her by surprise. She stared up at me, a look of shock on her face, her mouth open in a wide ‘O.’ She never stopped looking at me, but her mouth got wider and her eyes looked more frantic until they finally rolled back in her head, and she let out a high-pitched scream.

      I laughed and muffled her mouth with my hand, which seemed to encourage her to be as loud as she wanted.

      She kept on screaming as her body vibrated beneath mine, until finally the waves of her trembling died away. At that point she lay quiet and still beneath me.

      “Oh gods…” she murmured.

      I kissed her. “Did you enjoy that?”

      “More than anything in my entire life.” She exhaled, then looked sad.

      “What’s wrong?”

      “Is it over?”

      I grinned. “Not if you don’t want it to be.”

      “Oh, I don’t want it to be, not ever,” she murmured.

      I laughed and began rocking inside her again, and she moaned and raked her fingernails across my back.

      After the third time she came, she asked – her face glistening with perspiration and her eyes wide with concern – “Don’t you get to feel that good, too?”

      “Yes,” I assured her. “I’ve just been holding back.”

      “Why?”

      “So you could feel as good as you wanted, as many times as you could.”

      “Oh… well, I want to see you feel good,” she said quite seriously.

      “Alright.”

      “But… I want you to look me in the eyes when you do it,” she said softly.

      “Alright.”

      I began to move inside her again, back and forth. This time I stopped trying to suppress my growing passion, and instead let it take the reins.

      Neelee cried out with little coos and moans, but she remained intent on watching my face, her eyes studying mine as though she were afraid of missing something.

      Finally I got to the point of no return. I thrust even harder and faster, knowing that this was it.

      The entire time, she watched me, fascinated, a slight smile on her lips as she stared deep into my eyes.

      Then I exploded deep within her, groaning loudly as I did – but the entire time I stared into her eyes. It was a struggle to do so – I wanted to close them at the heights of ecstasy – but I stayed true to my word, and looked into her eyes the entire time.

      As I came, Neelee’s face suddenly turned into one huge smile of delight, happier than I had ever seen her before. It was like the sun had come out, radiant and bright.

      I finally slowed my movements within her, then collapsed groaning on top of her.

      She giggled as she stroked my hair. “Oh, that was wonderful!”

      I chuckled. “You liked that, did you?”

      “Oh yes. Almost as much as when you make me feel good. And I liked the way you felt inside me when you did it – like you got bigger, then smaller, then bigger, over and over very fast.”

      I’d never had another woman describe the sensations to me before, but in her wide-eyed innocence and sweetness, she made it sound almost magical.

      “Oh, I loved that so much,” she whispered. “But… I should probably go…”

      “Are you sure?” I asked. “You can stay with me till dawn. Then I have to leave with Valasia.”

      “I would like to,” she said with a sad smile, “but I should get back… if they found me here, it would be bad for both of us.”

      “You could just fly to Evernal tomorrow.”

      She bit her lower lip in that alluring way I loved so much, then smiled. “Maybe I will. But I should still go.”

      “Alright… if you say so… although you’re welcome to stay.”

      She sat up, slender in the moonlight, and looked down at me with fear in her eyes. “Actually… to be honest… I don’t need to get back. No one would miss me.”

      I frowned. “Then why won’t you stay?”

      She winced apologetically. “…I need to fly.”

      “Fly?”

      She grinned and stretched with her arms, and her tiny breasts jiggled slightly.

      “I feel so wonderful, I could explode! I want to just soar through the sky – to fly and dive and – but I don’t want you to think that I don’t want to stay, because I do,” she said apologetically.

      “So go fly and then come back and we can do it some more,” I said.

      She stared at me. “…really?”

      I laughed. “Yes, really.”

      “Oh…” she said, almost overcome with emotion. “Oh, that would be wonderful…”

      I winced, suddenly remembering a certain outing I had planned in the depths of the castle.

      And then there was the long trip I faced tomorrow…

      …but sleep was overrated.

      “There is one small thing I have to go do, but I’ll do it while you’re flying. You come back when you’re ready, and if I’m not here, just wait for me in bed.”

      “Naked?” she asked with a giggle.

      “Naked,” I agreed.

      Then she grew serious. “What do you have to do in the middle of the night?”

      “Nothing much – just something I have to do before I go.”

      She frowned. “You’re not going to lie with another girl, are you?”

      I smiled. “No.”

      “Oh.” She seemed to consider. “Because that might be interesting, you and me and another girl. I would like to know what that would feel like.”

      My eyebrows raised.

      My little shapeshifter was full of surprises.

      “We’ll have to do that someday,” I promised.

      “Good,” she said, and stepped up off the bed and went to the window.

      I hadn’t seen much of it till now, but damn she had the most delectable, firm ass. I looked forward to paying it more attention when she returned.

      “You’re going to go naked?” I asked, surprised, as I got up from the bed to follow her to the window.

      “Yes – flying naked is the best feeling in the world,” she said with a sigh, then grinned coyly. “Well… after what you do to me.”

      “Mm,” I said, and gathered her into my arms for one last kiss, pressing her naked body against mine. Then I pulled away to look at her. “Well, enj…”

      My words trailed off as I stared out the window.

      “…what?” Neelee asked, concerned.

      “Is that… is that normal?” I asked as I pointed out the window.

      She turned and gasped. “…oh gods…”

      Miles down in the darkness far beneath Ivernwood, hundreds if not thousands of tiny shimmering lights flickered through the trees. They moved in a wave that spilled out from between two smaller mountains and swept down into the valley.

      Torches.

      In confirmation of what we were seeing, a faraway voice suddenly rang out from the castle walls.

      “Danger!” it cried from the darkness. “Danger from the south! Ivernwood is being invaded!”
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      I saw Neelee off – not to soar through the skies, but to return to her dorm room for safety. I accompanied her down to the roof and had her point out where she lived.

      “Stay there until I come to get you.”

      “Alright,” she promised.

      I kissed her. Giving me one last worried look over her shoulder, she transformed into a raven and flew down through her open window.

      After that, I went to Valasia’s room. She was already dressed and waiting for me, her face drawn with worry.

      “We’ve been summoned by the Council,” she said. “Come, let’s go.”

      We went to the throne room where the Masters were assembled. They all looked haggard and disheveled. Even Ura’s smile was absent, replaced with a worried stare into the darkness.

      Kerr saw us and walked over.

      “Are you alright?” he asked Valasia.

      “Yes, we’re fine – ”

      She didn’t have time to say anything else. The door at the rear of the room opened, and the king came in with his jester, queen, and son.

      The old man was still dressed in a nightgown, though his shoulders were draped in a purple cape. He looked even more dyspeptic than usual.

      The queen was in a simple dress, but her hair was in disarray.

      Fortik was dressed and full of steely resolve. He looked like a man itching to get out on the battlements and wage war.

      The dwarf caught my eye and smirked. I could not tell what was going through his mind – whether he knew I had taken his advice, or whether he was pleased that the kingdom was now under attack.

      “What news?” King Oxiris snapped as he leaned back creakily onto his throne.

      A soldier stepped forward from the rear of the room. “We are currently moving all the citizens of the township inside the castle walls, your majesty, where they will – ”

      “I don’t give a damn about the rats flooding my streets, I want to know about the bastards outside my gates!” the king shouted.

      Rats flooding his streets.

      What a wonderful ruler.

      “Our scouts have verified that there is an army gathering in the valley, your majesty.”

      “Brilliant!” the king snarled sarcastically. “I gathered as much from my damn window! What type of army? Human, goblin – ”

      “Orcs, your majesty.”

      The king laughed bitterly. “Ha! Is that it? Evernal got goblins and ogres, as well – do we only rate orcs?”

      “Actually, your majesty, there may well be other races. Our scouts only got close enough to see the Orcish flags of war.”

      “So,” the king seethed as his eyes searched out Valasia. “It seems our guests from Evernal have brought even more misfortune to our doorstep.”

      “Then we’ll happily be on our way now, your majesty,” Valasia said.

      “Good!” the king barked. “Leave at once!”

      Burkell stepped forward. “That is quite impossible, your majesty.”

      “No it’s not – throw them off the damn walls if you have to!”

      “Mages go flying, flying,” the jester chanted with a giggle. “Mages go dying, dying.”

      “Your majesty, we can’t allow anyone to leave the city,” Burkell said. “It would be suicide.”

      “So?” the king snapped.

      “Our treaty with Evernal strictly forbids turning over allies to the Dark Alliance. Doing so would sever our connection with Evernal and the other members of the Unified Kingdoms. We would be on our own.”

      “I shall write you a letter stating that it was our choice,” Valasia said. “We can send a raven to Evernal notifying our Council – ”

      “There is more at stake here, Mistress, than your preferred time of departure,” Burkell interrupted. “If you are captured and tortured to give up information, you may well give the enemy the key to our downfall.”

      “We won’t be caught, Grand Master,” Valasia retorted. “My powers of enchantment will see us safely through.”

      “Forgive me for not being as optimistic as you about your abilities to slip through an entire army of orcs,” Burkell said coldly.

      “Surely there is a back way out of the castle, some path of escape – ”

      “There is none.”

      “Dark elves snuck into your kingdom somehow,” Valasia said acidly.

      Burkell smiled. “Perhaps they disguised themselves as old women.”

      “Then we’ll descend the other side of the mountain and go north from there.”

      “You might as well kill yourselves now to save time. The other side of the mountain has a sheer drop of hundreds of feet. The site of Ivernwood castle was chosen in antiquity for precisely this reason: there is no way to approach or leave the castle except the narrow path from the south.” Burkell turned to the king. “Your majesty, no one must be permitted to leave. If we stay put and keep our defenses strong, not a single orc will be able to enter.”

      “Just a moment ago, you were worried we would be caught and give up the keys to the kingdom,” Valasia snapped. “Now you’re an impregnable fortress. Which is it?”

      Burkell turned on her angrily. “If you were allowed to leave, you would be the crack in the fortress walls.”

      “We could portal out,” I suggested.

      Half of the Masters laughed derisively. Both Ura and Kerr looked pained to hear their jeers…

      …or maybe they were unhappy that I had spoken up.

      “Such wisdom from an Apprentice!” Burkell said mockingly. “Why didn’t we think of that?”

      “In Evernal, we often lower the defenses slightly so that Apprentices can participate in training exercises outside the city walls,” I said coldly. “All you have to do is lower the defenses so we can portal out to the north of the mountains – ”

      “The orc army will surely have portal mages with them, fool,” Ipalia snapped. “At this range, any weakness in our defenses could be exploited.”

      “Whatever you do about your lack of a Portal Master,” Burkell sneered to Valasia as he pointed at me, “don’t put him in charge.”

      I stared Burkell down. “We’ll escape from the air, then.”

      Burkell gave a short, nasty laugh. “And how do you propose to do that? Conjure a dragon from out of nowhere and put a saddle on its back?”

      “You have a shapeshifter among your Apprentices. She could possibly carry us down the mountain, one by one – ”

      “A shapeshifter?!” the king roared. “What damned nonsense is this?!”

      Burkell stared daggers at me, then went into damage control with Oxiris. “Your majesty, there is a shapeshifter in the Academy – ”

      “WHY?!”

      “We felt it better to take her under our tutelage rather than have an enemy exploit her powers.”

      There it was – the truth. Neelee wasn’t here for her benefit; she was here to keep her away from the enemy.

      Burkell glared at me again. “But she’s a slip of a girl – far too weak to transport another person, much less a full-grown man.”

      “I don’t care!” the king raged. “Let the shapeshifter take them both at the same time, and they can all die together!”

      “Fly little birdie, don’t make a turd-y, drop both the mages and all get dirty,” the jester giggled.

      “There is no other option, your majesty,” Burkell said. “Everyone inside the city must remain inside the city.”

      “So… a siege it is, then,” the king growled.

      “It would appear so.”

      “Wonderful,” the king said darkly, then turned to his son. “Fortik, you will be in charge of rallying both soldiers and mages to our defense.”

      Fortik bowed at the neck. “Thank you, father.”

      The king turned to the Masters. “The rest of you shall submit to his instructions, as they now carry the weight of my authority. Understood?”

      All the Masters bowed their heads.

      “Good. Is there anything else?”

      Valasia spoke up. “I need to send a message to Evernal.”

      “We have other priorities at the moment, Mistress,” Burkell snarled.

      “I doubt sending a single raven will greatly tax your resources, Grand Master,” Valasia snapped.

      Burkell turned to face her. He looked like he was on the verge of attacking her. “Might I remind you, Mistress – ”

      “No, no – let her! Tell them to come get you!” the king shouted at Valasia. “The sooner you’re out of my kingdom, the better!”

      “Evernal will not come to her aid, nor ours, your majesty,” Burkell said. “They cannot leave their gates undefended. Look what happened a month ago when they had a full complement of Masters.”

      “Yes, we defeated an entire army of goblins and orcs,” I said. “Which is more than you can say at the moment.”

      “Mistress, SILENCE your Apprentice!” Burkell roared.

      “Rylan,” Valasia whispered harshly.

      “In sooth, in sooth, the fool speaks the truth!” the jester babbled. “Don’t get mad at the fool, Deddy, just because the monkeys don’t like what he says!”

      “Heh – yes, yes,” the king muttered, then lifted a shaky finger and pointed it at Valasia. “Let her send the damn bird, Grand Master. I want her out of here as fast as possible, and if a raven will do it, do it right way.”

      “Your majesty – ”

      “DO IT!” the king roared.

      “Yes, your majesty.” The Grand Master turned to Valasia with hatred in his eyes. “Master Zarkow, escort Mistress Valasia and her Apprentice to the tower and send as many messages as she likes.”

      Zarkow – that was the Master who instructed Neelee in shapeshifting. Not a shapeshifter, so he was apparently a beast mage.

      Neelee hadn’t said anything bad about him, so I was hoping he would be a decent fellow.

      A middle-aged man with a salt-and-pepper beard stepped out of the midst of the Council. “At once, Grand Master.”

      He led me and Valasia past the Masters – all of them scowling, except for Kerr and Ura.

      We wound our way through the castle until we emerged onto the battlements. Dozens of soldiers raced past us, preparing for war.

      The first hints of a bleak dawn were just beginning to appear over the horizon.

      Down in the valley, a thousand torchlights twinkled in the growing morning gloom.

      “You two certainly have a way with people,” Zarkow muttered as we walked.

      “So we’ve been told, time and again,” Valasia replied tartly.

      Zarkow looked over at me. “And how do you know Neelee?”

      “Yes, Rylan – how do you know Neelee?” Valasia asked with a knowing smirk.

      I ignored her and focused on Zarkow. “I saved her from being bullied by some of your other Apprentices.”

      “Eh,” Zarkow grunted. “She doesn’t get on well with the others, ‘tis true…”

      “That’s one way of putting it,” I said coldly. “Another way of putting it is your Apprentices are assholes, and the Masters aren’t stopping it. Some of them might even be encouraging it.”

      The beast mage glared at me, but he didn’t say anything to contradict me.

      He led us up one of the towers built into the castle walls.

      We passed a wooden door to what were probably his chambers and continued on up to the very top. Inside a stone enclosure, dozens of cages of birds lined the walls.

      There was also a small desk, out of which Zarkow pulled a small slip of parchment, a pot of ink, and a quill.

      “Write your message while I prepare the bird,” he instructed.

      Valasia bent over the parchment and scratched out a short message. I read it over her shoulder as she wrote.

      Grand Master, Ivernwood is under siege by an armor of orcs. Rylan and I are trapped. Please advise. – V

      Meanwhile, Zarkow walked over to a cage with a squawking raven inside.

      Suddenly purple wheels of light twisted around the Master’s wrists.

      The bird’s eyes glowed purple, and it sat docilely as the beast mage opened the door, reached inside, and brought it out.

      Seeing the raven, I couldn’t help but think of Neelee. I hoped she was alright and not too frightened.

      After setting the raven on the desk, Zarkow folded Valasia’s note several times, then used a needle and thread to punch through the paper. The attached string he tied to the raven’s leg.

      “Alright,” he muttered, “now we’re…”

      Suddenly he lifted his head as though hearing something in the distance.

      “What?” Valasia asked.

      “Another bird approaches,” Zarkow said as he put the raven back in its cage.

      We followed the beast mage out into the open air.

      Sure enough, there was a flapping high above us.

      Zarkow cast his spell again. The bird fluttered down and lighted on his forearm, its eyes glowing purple. It was a pigeon, and there was a string tied to its leg.

      The beast mage used a small knife to cut off the string, then unfolded the message and peered at it intently.

      His eyes went wide, and all the blood drained from his face. “…no…”

      “What?” Valasia asked, alarmed.

      Zarkow handed the paper over to her with a shaking hand, and I read it over her shoulder as she held it up in the dim light.

      Heindell has fallen to the Overlord’s army. The king is dead, as are the Council.

      May the gods protect you.
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      I lay on my bed and tried to sleep – tried to claw back a little of what I had lost last night with Neelee and the drama that came after.

      But it was difficult with the late morning sun pouring in through my window.

      It was next to impossible with Fortik’s shouts wafting over from the battlements.

      “Make no mistake, we are at war!” the prince yelled as he addressed the Apprentices gathered around him. “We are at war for our way of life, and for our very existence! But we are not Heindell! We shall never bend the knee to the Overlord! Instead, we shall stand with our boot on his severed head!”

      Cheers and shouts went up.

      Everyone loved their speeches when war was still around the corner.

      When it arrived with a sword in hand, bloody from its last conquest, it became a slightly different matter.

      The news of Heindell’s defeat raced through the city like a fire.

      Soldiers had a haunted look in their eyes, most likely because they knew they would be the first to die if the orcs carried through with their assault.

      People in the street gossiped in hushed tones.

      I heard that they surrendered, and the Overlord still slaughtered them!

      No – their king was one of his spies!

      Wrong – the mages fought to the bitter end, and burned the city down rather than let the goblins have it!

      The Apprentices, though, were abuzz with excitement. The event they had been told would happen all their lives was finally here.

      All their training… all their sacrifice… now it had a purpose. The moment of glory was at hand.

      As for me, all I could think of was the horror in Zarkow’s eyes as he read the parchment… and the desperation in Valasia’s face as she wrote out a new message for Merrick.

      Heindell has fallen to Overlord. Ivernwood is surrounded by Orcish army. Rylan and I are trapped in the castle. - V

      I had never even heard of Heindell until a week ago, so instead I pictured Evernal with its walls breached, its buildings burning, the ground strewn with bodies.

      The image filled me with dread.

      After Valasia sent the raven, I had immediately gone to Neelee’s dorm to check on her, only to find that the Apprentices had all been ordered up to the battlements to drill for combat.

      I went up to find her and instead ran into Petris.

      “Rylan – isn’t it exciting?” he cried out joyfully. “Our chance to strike a blow against the Overlord and avenge Heindell!”

      I didn’t have the heart to tell him that the blow was far more likely to be struck against him.

      Petris and his fellow Apprentices were green and not accustomed to battle. In that way, they reminded me a great deal of Evernal’s Apprentices before the orcs and goblins attacked.

      The difference was, we had been scared out of our wits and had done whatever we needed to in order to survive. And it had still been a very, very close fight. A few mistakes, a little bad luck, and things could have gone quite differently.

      Here in Ivernwood, it was all still a game. Despite the feeling of danger and dread, there was an excitement in the air.

      The boys boasted excitedly of honor and courage and sacrificing their lives if need be.

      The girls were less enthusiastic, though they still talked a great deal about protecting hearth and home.

      Aurelia seemed supremely put out by the foreign invaders, as though they had committed a terrible faux pas.

      “The orcs will soon find out they’ve chosen the wrong city to lay siege to,” she declared.

      She was full of the extreme self-assurance only a life of money and privilege can buy you.

      Death hadn’t exactly been a constant companion in Rivermeet, but there were enough old people and even young ones who died to remind everyone that life was precarious… and precious. And that risking it wasn’t something to over-confidently shout slogans about.

      After I left Petris, I finally found Neelee, hiding at the back of the battlements, looking tired and wan. Her ill-fitting Apprentice robes nearly swallowed up her tiny form.

      “You could leave and go to Evernal now,” I whispered to her. “No one would miss you.”

      “And leave you here, possibly to die?” she asked, eyes wide.

      “I’m not going to die – ”

      “No,” she said, cutting me off. “If you come with me, I’ll go. But until then, I’m staying.”

      I asked her if it was possible for her to transform into a creature that could carry me and Valasia down the northern slopes of the mountains.

      Unfortunately, Burkell had been right.

      “No… so far I can only turn into small birds… there’s no way I could carry even one of you. I’m so sorry…”

      I hushed her and told her it was alright, that I would think of something else.

      In the meantime, though, she had to stay with the other Apprentices on the battlements.

      There was nothing I could do, so I went back to my room to rest.

      And now that I was inside my room, I couldn’t even do that for all the shouting and speeches.

      I got up wearily, shuffled to the window, and looked out. The torches in the valley had turned into campfires, sending hundreds of plumes of smoke up into the air.

      No one knew what the orcs were doing, other than perhaps eating after a long march.

      Eating to regain their strength and prepare for battle.

      Down in the streets, the population had more than quintupled. Townspeople from outside the castle walls (rats in the streets, as Oxiris had called them) had been brought inside and were being found places to shelter.

      More like cubbyholes to be crammed into. Families piled in with families in rooms meant for one or two people. Any minute I expected a knock on my door and my own room to be commandeered.

      Then it happened.

      Knock knock knock.

      I looked back in surprise. I hadn’t actually expected it – not this soon, anyway.

      I went to the door and opened it – and had to drop my gaze to see my visitor.

      The jester.

      He waddled into the room past my legs. “Hallo, time mage!”

      “You!” I exclaimed.

      “Me, indeed!”

      “Who was that I saw in the hallway when I used my powers to see into the past?”

      “Oooooh, riddles!” the jester said, and clapped his hands with glee. “I don’t know – give me a clue.”

      “You’re the one who told me to go down there!”

      “Hmm…” the jester said, stroking his chin and peering off pensively into the air. “Not much of a clue…”

      “You know damn well somebody in this castle met with a dark elf. Who was it?”

      “Actually, I didn’t know that,” the jester said. “Thank you for telling me.”

      I stared at him. “You didn’t know?”

      “Not until just now.”

      “Who was it?”

      “I was hoping you would tell me.”

      Dammit – I was always running around in circles with this little bastard…

      Fortik’s distant voice filtered through the window.

      “…shall fight to our dying breath…”

      The jester jerked his thumb at the sound. “Enjoying the play, are we?”

      “I wouldn’t call this a play,” I said in annoyance.

      “Why not? There are actors… there’s a script – ”

      As if on cue, Fortik’s voice rose again in volume. “…to preserve our freedoms and the honor of our name!”

      Cheers rose up by the hundreds.

      “ – and there’s an audience. All the poor, dim folk who get caught up in the play, crying and cheering on cue, never realizing that none of it’s real.”

      “None of it’s real, huh? You should tell your king. I’d like to hear what he’d have to say about that.”

      “Deddy wouldn’t listen. He still thinks all his robed monkeys are on his side.”

      My eyes widened. “Do you know who the traitor is?!”

      The jester held up his hands in a pantomime of helplessness. “I only see actors playing their parts.”

      “What do you know?!” I asked threateningly as I started towards him. “You must suspect someone – who?!”

      The jester scampered for the door. “If you want to know the rest of the plot, you should go back and watch the first act!”

      “What the hell are you talking about?” I yelled at him as he ran off down the hallway.

      He turned and waddled backwards as he yelled, “‘Scene: a tower of Ivernwood! Enter the beast mage, a youth, and an enchantress of Evernal!’”

      And then he was gone.

      I stood there fuming.

      What was I supposed to do – go stop time and restrain the little fool over the gibberish he spouted? He would only babble more.

      What had he said, exactly?

      Go back and watch the first act…

      Scene: a tower of Ivernwood… enter the beast mage, a youth, and an enchantress of Evernal…

      He was obviously talking about me, Valasia, and Zarkow.

      But… what could he mean?

      He’d been right about the mysterious figure and the dark elf…

      In fact, I knew I should go back down and see if I could see the vision in the bottom of the castle again. Maybe even figure out who it was who had met with the dark elf.

      But I would go see ‘the first act’ first.

      I took my key, hurriedly locked my room, and set out for the beast mage’s tower.

      No one stopped me on my way up the tower steps.

      If anyone had asked, I would have said I was going to see the beast master.

      And if the beast master had stopped and questioned me, I would have merely said I was depressed about Heindell and had come up there to be alone.

      Once I was at the top of the tower, I could hear the squawking of the birds inside their cages, but Zarkow was nowhere to be seen.

      Good.

      I stood there and tried to relax…

      Tried to get back into the frame of mind I had been in the hallway…

      Just let my mind wander…

      One unforeseen benefit to a night without sleep was that I entered the peculiar dream state of my power far more easily.

      Suddenly I saw Zarkow coming up the steps. My heart raced –

      And then I realized that I could see through him.

      He was a vision from the past.

      Sure enough, Valasia followed close behind him –

      And then me.

      It was extremely odd to see myself like this. I had looked at myself in a mirror many times, and even more often had seen my reflection in pools of water in Rivermeet.

      But to see myself from the side… at an angle I had never before viewed in my life…

      It was as though I was watching a complete stranger with my face. A very odd sensation.

      Like last time, there was no sound, only images.

      I watched as Zarkow went in and got the raven, Valasia wrote the message, and Zarkow affixed it.

      Then the pigeon arrived.

      I saw Zarkow and Valasia both read the note and react in horror. I even got to see the shock and dread on my own face as I heard the news.

      Valasia hastily scrawled out a new note. Zarkow tied it to the raven’s foot and set the bird free.

      And then… nothing.

      The bird flew into the sky. Valasia and I went quickly down the steps, leaving the beast mage behind.

      …what?

      Is that all there is?!

      What the hell had the dwarf been going on about?

      Had I missed something?

      Watch the first act…

      I had, and nothing had happened!

      While I was looking around for clues, I had let the scene continue without realizing it. In my frustration, I had been ignoring the beast mage –

      Until I saw the purple rings of light flare around his wrists once more.

      I watched him furtively glance towards the castle, as though afraid he might be caught. The rest of the time he looked up at the sky.

      I didn’t understand why…

      Until the raven returned.

      Its eyes glowed purple as it landed on the railing of the tower.

      The beast mage gave one last look back at the castle –

      Then he took the raven’s head in one hand, its body in another, and with one brief jerk, snapped its neck.

      I flinched in shock. There was no sound, but I could almost hear the pop! anyway.

      Zarkow ripped the message from the bird’s leg and then threw the limp body off the tower, far down into the streets below.

      I stood there in shock as Zarkow walked past me again towards the castle.

      The beast mage had called back the raven.

      No message would arrive in Evernal.

      It seemed I had found my traitor.

      I wanted to confront him, to bash in his face about until he confessed –

      But I knew I had to tell someone else first before I did anything rash.

      Or before Zarkow could do something to me, so that the secret of his treachery died with me.
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      “You’re positive?” Valasia asked me, her eyes wide with shock.

      “Absolutely.”

      We were standing in her bedroom chamber. Well, I was standing. Valasia paced back and forth, her hands covering her mouth as she stared into space.

      “Shouldn’t we tell someone about Zarkow?” I asked.

      She just shook her head as she continued to pace. “If it’s a conspiracy, how do we know how many people are involved? We might end up telling someone who’s in on it with him.”

      “Kerr seems trustworthy.”

      “‘Seems’ is the key word. What if all his attempts to get closer to me were just a way to see if I was susceptible to being corrupted and turned to the Overlord?”

      It was a possibility, I had to admit.

      After my experience with Lammel, I believed just about anyone could be turned.

      “We could take it before the king,” I suggested. “Tell the entire court at once – ”

      “At best the old fool will laugh it off, and at worst we’ll be arrested for slandering his Council. No… better to wait it out… now that we know one of their weak points, we can try to exploit it for another mistake.” She looked at me. “Did you see the face of the person down in the hallway, the one who talked to the dark elf?”

      “No, I, uh… didn’t get the chance yet,” I mumbled.

      “That should be your next step.”

      “I was planning on it.”

      “And the jester – this is twice he’s given us clues about a traitor. He knows far more than he’s letting on. Go find him get him to talk. If he won’t talk, stop time and bring him to me.”

      “What do we do about getting word back to Evernal?”

      “I don’t know,” she murmured. “We have to get a message to Merrick somehow, but… I don’t know how.”

      It was a mark of how deeply distressed she was that she’d forgotten to call him ‘Grand Master Merrick.’

      “I think I know a way,” I said.

      She looked at me with a frown. “How?”

      “I met an Apprentice. A shapeshifter named Neelee.”

      “The one you mentioned to Zarkow this morning?”

      “Yes. She’s treated very badly here. I, uh… I sort of told her she would be welcome in Evernal.”

      Valasia narrowed her eyes at me. “Now I understand. Did you tell her that before or after you slept with her?”

      “You were the one who said – ”

      “Never mind,” Valasia said gruffly, “get to the point.”

      “I think she would deliver the message for us.”

      Valasia stared at me. “Are you sure?”

      “Almost certain.”

      “Can we trust her?”

      “More than anybody else around here.”

      Valasia looked off into the distance and nodded.

      “Yes… yes, alright. Ask her if she’s willing.” Then she looked back at me with a smirk. “Apparently I wasn’t wrong about your ‘gifts of persuasion.’”

      “It wasn’t like that,” I protested.

      “I don’t care why you did it or how it happened, I only care about getting that message to Evernal. In fact, forget about the jester and the vision in the corridor for now – go and get the girl.”

      I started to leave, then turned back. “Even if we get a message to Merrick, what can he do? I mean, isn’t it like Burkell said? Merrick has to guard the city – he can’t come to save us, and he can’t spare anyone else, either.”

      “Yes… you’re right,” Valasia said sadly. “To be honest, there’s probably nothing he can do to save us. But we might be able to warn him in time for him to save Evernal. And that’s the crucial thing.”

      We stared at each other in silence for a moment, and then she gestured towards the door.

      “Go and get the girl,” she said softly.

      After a quick search, I found Neelee skulking miserably in the background as the Apprentices practiced atop the battlements.

      “Come on,” I whispered to her as I took her hand and pulled her after me.

      “Where are we going?” she asked, wide-eyed.

      “I’ll explain in a moment.”

      I brought her back to Valasia’s room and knocked. “It’s Rylan.”

      “Come in.”

      Valasia was finishing up a letter with quill and ink when we entered.

      She looked up, saw Neelee, and raised an eyebrow, but mercifully didn’t say anything.

      “You must be Neelee,” Valasia said as she stood up from her desk.

      “Y-yes, Mistress,” Neelee said meekly.

      “Rylan told me about you.”

      Neelee looked up at me in alarm.

      “All good things,” Valasia said with a smile. “I believe he also told you that you would be welcome in Evernal, did he not?”

      “Y-yes…”

      “He was correct,” Valasia said kindly. “But I must ask you a favor. If you do it, I, the city, the king, and the Council will be forever in your debt.”

      “What?” Neelee asked, wide-eyed.

      Valasia held up the piece of paper she had been writing on. “I need you to deliver this note to Grand Master Merrick. I fear that Evernal may be in grave danger, just as Heindell was and Ivernwood is… but the Grand Master doesn’t know it yet. I believe the Overlord will target Evernal next, and I need you to alert him to that fact.”

      Neelee frowned. “I’ll gladly do it, but… can’t you just send an ordinary raven?”

      Valasia looked at me questioningly.

      “You can trust her,” I said.

      Valasia looked back at Neelee. “We tried. But your Beast Master recalled the bird so the message could not be delivered.”

      Neelee frowned. “But – why?”

      “We have reason to believe… though we have no other proof, other than his recalling the raven… that he is in league with the Overlord.”

      Neelee’s eyes grew wide. “Master Zarkow?! But – he never seemed like he would do something like that!”

      “Rylan can tell you from experience that traitors seldom look like traitors from the outside,” Valasia said. “Can we count on you to deliver the message?”

      “Y-yes – of course.”

      “Thank you. As I said, I and everyone in Evernal are forever in your debt.”

      “It’s my pleasure, Mistress… I would do anything for Rylan.”

      Valasia stifled a smile and pressed the note into Neelee’s hand. “Do you know how to get to Evernal?”

      “No…”

      “Fly south from Ivernwood castle, high enough that the orcs cannot hit you with arrows. I cannot stress that enough – they may be trying to stop any messages out of the kingdom.

      “Once you get past the valley, you will see a main road cutting through the fields and forests. Follow it all the way until you reach a city larger than Ivernwood, with a castle and expansive grounds all around it. That’s Evernal. What creature will you travel as?”

      “A raven, Mistress.”

      “Excellent. How long can you stay in your shapeshifted form?”

      Neelee shrugged. “Hours. Maybe longer.”

      “Good. Flying as fast as you can, you might be able to reach the city within a day – but don’t push it. Rest when you need to. Your safe arrival in Evernal is paramount. The message is no good if you don’t deliver it.”

      Neelee nodded. “I understand.”

      “Once you reach Evernal, Grand Master Merrick will take care of you, I promise. Again… thank you. You are doing us an enormous favor. Unfortunately, time is of the essence.” Valasia walked over to the window and opened it. “You can leave through here if you like – ”

      “Can I have a moment alone with her?” I asked – although it was more of a statement than a question.

      Valasia looked surprised, then said, “Of course… I’ll just… step outside.”

      She left the room and closed the door behind her.

      “Are you alright with this?” I asked Neelee.

      “Yes, of course – but what are you going to do?” she asked with concern. “I don’t want to leave you!”

      “You won’t be, not for long,” I said as I went to the desk and pulled out another sheet of paper. “You’re coming back.”

      “I am?”

      “After you give that letter to Merrick, I want you to go find Shala,” I said as I hastily wrote down a half-dozen names.

      “…Shala…?”

      “She’s one of the women in Evernal I told you about.”

      “…oh.”

      Neelee sounded a tiny bit upset, but I had no time to smooth over any ruffled feathers.

      I folded up the paper. “I need you to tell Shala to come here as fast as she can. Tell her to bring the people whose names I’ve written on this list. Shala’s a portal mage – she can get here quickly. Not immediately, but faster than even you could flying.

      “You’ll come back with her. Warn her about the orcs and tell her to approach Ivernwood carefully. When you get close, Shala won’t be able to cast a portal through the castle’s defenses – you will need to come find me and let me know you’re here. I’ll figure out a way to sabotage the portal defenses to let Shala and the others in.”

      “But… that might let in the orcs…” Neelee said in horror.

      “I’ll figure out a way that won’t let that happen,” I promised her. “Getting Shala and the rest here is the hard part – we’ll handle the details once that’s accomplished.”

      “But what about your Grand Master? Isn’t he going to come save you?”

      “No. Probably not. He’ll have to guard Evernal – he’ll have no choice.”

      Neelee’s eyes widened. “Then why would he let a bunch of Apprentices come save you?!”

      “He wouldn’t. He would absolutely forbid it. Which is why you can’t tell Merrick what I just told you. Get to Shala and tell her – she’ll handle the rest.”

      I held out the piece of paper, and Neelee took it reluctantly.

      “Is something wrong?” I asked.

      “I just… I didn’t think that when I went to Evernal, I would be going to find your other lovers,” she said quietly.

      I put one finger beneath her chin and gently lifted her head up to look at me.

      “I know it’s not ideal, but I wouldn’t ask you to do it if my life weren’t in danger. You’re the only one who can get to Shala, and she and the others are the only ones who can save me. Will you do this for me?”

      Neelee’s eyes brimmed with tears. “Yes. Anything.”

      “Thank you,” I whispered, and kissed her.

      I held her trembling body to mine for a long moment, then pulled away.

      “Whatever you do, be careful. Rest when you need to. I need you to be safe, and not just so you can deliver those messages. I want you to come back to me in one piece.”

      She nodded and kissed me again, holding my face in her hands as she did it.

      There was another knock at the door, and Neelee guiltily dropped her hands to her side.

      “Come in,” I said.

      Valasia stepped in and closed the door behind her. “I don’t mean to be a nag, but – ”

      “She was just about to go.”

      “Yes,” Neelee agreed.

      “Alright, then… may the gods go with you, child,” Valasia said somberly.

      Neelee nodded at Valasia and smiled at me sadly. Then she shucked off her Apprentice’s robes, stuffed both pieces of paper in her pocket –

      And suddenly a raven was flying out the window.

      Valasia and I watched her soar up into the air over Ivernwood, high over the Orcish camp.

      Valasia sighed worriedly. “Do you think she can do it?”

      “She’s a lot tougher than she looks.”

      “Yes, well, she’s a good bit smaller than I thought.” Valasia paused, then added, “Very pretty, though.”

      “Stop.”

      Valasia grinned.

      “Your romantic escapades are the least of my worries right now, Rylan.” Then the grin faded. “If she fails… Evernal might be the next to fall. If Ivernwood doesn’t go first.”

      I nodded grimly, then gestured towards the door. “So… should I go back to the depths of the castle?”

      “And find the jester. See what he says.”

      “Alright,” I said, and walked towards the door.

      “Rylan?” Valasia said.

      I stopped and looked back. “Yes?”

      She smiled with a bit of sadness. “I was only giving you a hard time about her because… I wish it had been me with you last night.”

      I smiled back at her. “Soon.”

      “Soon,” she agreed.

      And then I slipped out of the room and closed the door behind me.
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      First I went into the depths of the castle, back to the corridor where I had seen the cloaked figure and dark elf.

      Try as I might, though, I couldn’t summon any visions again.

      Or that’s what I thought at first.

      After a few minutes, I saw several phantom servants pass through the hallway and lug casks of wine back up the stairs.

      I stopped in surprise.

      What was this?

      I was apparently seeing something – just not what I wanted to.

      I tried and tried for half an hour to conjure back up the dark elf, but nothing happened.

      I could only conclude that either something was hampering my progress… or that my powers only reached back so far. Maybe a couple of hours.

      Over twelve hours had passed since I’d seen the vision. Maybe, like my abilities to stop and reverse time, there were limits to what I could achieve.

      I grunted in displeasure, then once again inspected the darkened hallway the elf had emerged from.

      I couldn’t find anything out of the ordinary, so I left to go find the jester.

      Fergus would have been excellent at Swords and Shields. Always underfoot when I least wanted him to be, then totally unfindable when I tried to search him out.

      I finally resorted to asking one of the head servants who oversaw the castle.

      “He’s with the king in the royal quarters.”

      “Could you go get him for me?”

      The servant looked at me like I was mad. “You want me to interrupt the king in order to summon the jester? For you, a mere Apprentice?”

      Alright, so it was an odd request.

      “Then send someone else,” I suggested.

      “No thank you. I like my head and my staff people’s heads where they are: on our necks,” the servant snapped before stalking off.

      So that was a dead end.

      I thought about stopping time and sneaking into the king’s quarters – but if my powers ran out at an inopportune moment, I was going to have a hard time convincing people why I was there.

      I sighed and went up to the battlements instead as evening fell.

      The Apprentices were still drilling for battle. The archers were preparing their quills, the other soldiers the boiling oil.

      I looked out at the valley and the plumes of smoke from the fires. I found it extremely odd that the orcs weren’t attacking yet.

      “Rylan!” Valasia cried out as I stared down at the valley.

      I turned to see her walking quickly towards me, tears running down her cheeks.

      Zarkow the traitor was behind her, but he looked ashen as well.

      “What? What is it?” I asked as I took her shoulders in my hands. “What’s wrong?”

      She broke down in sobs as she handed over a slip of parchment pinned through with a thread. It had apparently been taken off the leg of another messenger bird.

      Evernal has fallen to the Overlord.

      The king and Council are dead, the Apprentices slaughtered.

      Save yourselves.
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      I stood there in the throne room, barely listening to the king and the Council of Mages as I stared off into the distance. I was in shock.

      Shala…

      Jacosta…

      Pela…

      Joot…

      All dead.

      And Elara…

      The last thing I’d said to her was awful. Now she was gone.

      And I had just sent Neelee off to the exact same fate.

      My eyesight blurred, and I fought to hold back my emotions.

      I would never make love with Shala again… never see her beautiful eyes twinkling mischievously in the moonlight…

      Never again hear Joot’s laughter…

      Or spar good-naturedly with Jacosta…

      Or see Pela’s sweet, adoring smile…

      Or apologize to Elara for what I’d said.

      My friends and fellow Apprentices – slaughtered.

      Merrick – gone.

      All the Masters – executed.

      I found myself wondering how Aran Val had died.

      He had gone out bravely, of that I was sure. I knew that from when he and I had fought shoulder to shoulder against the goblins and orcs.

      Suddenly the king’s words pierced my fog of grief.

      “This is a great tragedy,” he said in a croaking voice. “Evernal was the crown jewel of the south, and I grieve her untimely passing. You have my sympathies, Mistress Valasia, and my humblest condolences for what you have lost. For what we have all lost.”

      For the first time since I’d arrived, Oxiris sounded like an actual monarch instead of a doddering, angry old man.

      “Thank you, your majesty,” Valasia whispered. She had long ago stopped sobbing, but her cheeks were still wet with tears.

      I looked around the room at all the people gathered there.

      The Masters were somber and mute. Those who had glared at us with mistrust just hours before now looked at us with great sadness.

      Kerr looked horrified.

      Mistress Ura wept silently, tears falling from her blind eyes.

      Even Zarkow looked pale and distressed. He was a good actor, I would give him that.

      I wanted to let the entire Court know what he had done –

      But what was the use?

      Even if he had allowed the message to be sent, it would have made no difference. The battle was probably already lost before he broke the raven’s neck.

      I still couldn’t fathom why he had done it… but it made no difference whatsoever.

      Evernal was gone, and all my friends and loved ones were dead.

      As the king continued to speak, I glanced up at the dais.

      Oxiris was grim and composed – and lucid, for once.

      Fortik looked enraged, like a man who lusted for revenge.

      His mother just stared off into the distance in shock. I knew what she was thinking: First Heindell, then Evernal… we are surely next…

      Even the jester was quiet as he knelt by the king’s feet, as though he knew that now was not the time for his jibes.

      I tried to catch his eye, but he would not look at me.

      “A servant shall be appointed for each of you, both you and your Apprentice, so that you can have whatever you need brought directly to your rooms,” the king continued. “Of course, you are welcome to spend your time amongst us, but we will understand if you need to be alone now in your grief.”

      “Thank you, your majesty,” Valasia mumbled.

      “As for the rest of you,” the king said, directing his attention to his Council of Mages, “any kindness you do for the emissaries of Evernal, I count as a kindness done directly to me. Let us prepare for imminent war, but let us also not forget our guests in their time of need. That is all.”

      The Masters bowed their heads, then shuffled past us with looks of sympathy.

      Fortik helped the king to his feet, then father, son, and mother all retreated through the door at the rear of the dais.

      The jester followed close behind, never once looking back at me.

      Kerr walked up to Valasia, a look of distress on his face. “My dear… I am so sorry…”

      She immediately broke down into tears, and crumpled into his outstretched arms.

      I watched in anger and heartbreak – and, for once, jealousy.

      I should have been the one to comfort her at this moment… after all, we were the only ones each other had left…

      “Rylan,” a soft voice spoke to my right.

      I looked over to see Ura standing there with Burkell, arm in arm.

      She looked at him and smiled sadly. “Thank you, Grand Master.”

      Burkell nodded and released her hand. Then he said in a low voice, “I am sorry for your loss, lad. Please give my condolences to your Mistress.”

      He put his hand on my shoulder, then withdrew about twenty feet to give us privacy.

      Ura reached out a hand. I gave her mine.

      “How are you holding up, Rylan?” she whispered.

      “Not well.”

      She smiled sadly. “I wish I could tell you it will all be alright, but we both know those are empty words. All I can do is say I’m sorry.”

      “Thank you.”

      “Is there anything I can do for you?”

      “No, I’m…”

      Suddenly the thought of what lay ahead came into my mind.

      I remembered Neelee last night… the way she had smiled at me as we made love…

      She wouldn’t be there tonight to hold me.

      She would probably be dead… or at least alone amongst the wreckage of what used to be my home.

      The only thing that awaited me tonight were those dreams… those awful, awful dreams…

      “Actually, I’ve been having terrible nightmares ever since I came here,” I said. “I… I don’t know that I can stand having any more tonight. Is there something you can suggest?”

      “Of course. I shall speak with the Royal Apothecary and have extract of the poppy sent to your room immediately. It will soothe you and put you into a deep and dreamless sleep.”

      I frowned. “Is that wise, considering what lies outside your walls?”

      “We will protect you,” she assured me. “You cannot be expected to fight for us right now, so we will fight for you. Let sleep at least dull your pain for a time.”

      “Thank you, Mistress.”

      She smiled sadly. “It is the very least I can do for you, Rylan. If there is anything else, please, do not hesitate to ask.”

      “Thank you.”

      Seeing we were finished, Burkell walked back over. He gave me a solemn nod, then escorted Ura away.

      I looked over at Valasia, who was not in Kerr’s arms anymore, but who was talking to him in hushed tones.

      “Mistress Valasia?” I said.

      She looked over at me, her eyes red and her cheeks newly wet with tears. She smile sadly. “I’m alright… go on up, I’ll be along shortly to talk.”

      I nodded, then walked back to my room alone.

      As I passed through the main hall, I was surprised to see Petris there – and Aurelia – and a number of other Apprentices.

      “Rylan, we just heard,” Petris said, his voice filled with pain.

      Aurelia grabbed my hands and looked at me with emotions I’d never seen on her face before: sympathy. Kindness. Compassion. “If there’s anything you need… anything… we’re here for you.”

      “Thank you,” I said dully. “I appreciate it… but for now, I just want to be alone.”

      Aurelia smiled sadly and dropped my hands. “I understand.”

      “We’ll kill them, Rylan,” Petris said, his voice choking up. “We’ll kill all the Overlord’s armies. For Evernal.”

      There was a murmur of assent amongst the other Apprentices.

      I wanted to scream, You FOOLS – if my friends couldn’t even survive, what makes YOU think YOU stand a chance?!

      But I just nodded dumbly and shuffled off to my room.

      When I opened the door, though, I got an unexpected surprise.

      The jester was seated on my bed. His cap was off his head and sitting next to him.

      “What are you doing here?” I asked, confused.

      “Not giving you any of my usual nonsense,” he said with an apologetic smile.

      For the first time, he didn’t sound sly, or conniving, or addled, or childish. He looked like a small, old man with the weight of the world on his shoulders.

      I stared at him in shock. “So this has all been an act all along.”

      “Having the powers you do probably makes you forget a simple fact: those who cannot fight must flee, and those who cannot flee, must hide. What better place to hide than in plain sight, under the cloak of the most harmless thing imaginable?”

      I shut the door behind me. “You’ve known all along about what’s been going on here, haven’t you?”

      “I’ve known something was going on. But I haven’t been able to find out what, or who was doing it… which is why I relied on you.”

      “Zarkow called back the raven we sent to Evernal, then snapped its neck.”

      Fergus’s eyes widened. “Really.”

      “That surprises you?”

      “Not the calling back the message… but the killing the bird does. Zarkow loves his pets the way most men love their children.”

      Like Merrick.

      Poor, dead Merrick.

      “No matter,” the jester said. “Were you able to ascertain who met the dark elf?”

      “No… I tried, but either someone is stopping me, or I couldn’t see back that far.”

      “Were you able to see anything? Anything at all?”

      “Yes – I saw servants carrying casks of wine.”

      “Then whoever is behind all this hasn’t been able to dampen your powers. Most likely, the meeting with the dark elf exceeded your current limits in looking backwards through time.”

      I narrowed my eyes. “How do you know all this? About my powers?”

      The dwarf smiled. “I told you, there was a time mage here once.”

      “Thirty years ago, according to Burkell.”

      “I’ve been a jester for longer than that, m’boy.”

      “What happened to him?”

      “Just what I said: he left.”

      “What was his name?”

      “Korgov.”

      “Where did he go?”

      “I have no idea. He left with a band of rebel mages for parts unknown.”

      I stared at him. “What?”

      “The rebel mages – the guerillas? No?” the jester said, seeing my blank expression. “Your teachers at Evernal apparently skimped on recent history – may the gods rest their souls.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “Over the decades, there have been mages who rebelled against the powers that be. They were actually the first to discern the threat of the Overlord, back when everyone – and I do mean everyone – thought the old boy was nothing more than a fairy tale.

      “The city mages – the ones who make up the various Councils and Academies throughout the land – didn’t take well to a bunch of upstarts spreading rumors and fear and discontent. The city mages gave an ultimatum – settle down or else – but when their ultimatums were rebuffed, they did their best to snuff the rebels out. Weren’t entirely successful, though. There are still reports of guerillas lurking out there, deep in the forests and the mountains. None around here, though. Burkell and his lot took care of the last ones in Ivernwood over a decade ago.”

      I looked at him in shock. “Why is this the first I’m hearing of this?”

      The jester smiled. “Weren’t you listening? The city mages killed off the rebel mages… who just happened to be right all along. It’s not a part of their past they’re too keen on promoting. Anyways, this has no bearing on our current predicament – it’s ancient history as far as you and I are concerned. No, we must find out who is collaborating with the Overlord under our own noses. You didn’t see the face of the person who talked to the dark elf?”

      “No.”

      “What about their general build? A woman? A man?”

      “I didn’t see them from the front, so I don’t know if it was a woman by her chest… but I know it wasn’t Burkell. He’s too big. And it couldn’t have been Ura – she’s blind, and the figure walked confidently. Probably not a mage, either.”

      “Why not?”

      “They were wearing a brown cloak, not a mage’s robes.”

      “That means nothing,” Fergus said dismissively. “Anyone going to commit treason would have taken pains to disguise themselves – or at least not wear a sign around their neck advertising who they were.”

      That was true. Had the person been a Master wearing mage robes, I could have told who they were simply by the color on the hem of their sleeves.

      “Were they unusually tall, perhaps?” the dwarf continued. “Or unusually short?”

      “No – they were around six feet, give or take.”

      “That rules out Glavos and most of the women on the Council, except for Ipalia,” the jester mused. “Anything that might suggest it was Zarkow?”

      “No, although he seems like a fairly logical choice.”

      “I agree, given the episode with the raven, but ‘logical’ is not proof. And we need proof.”

      “What would you do once you found out who it was?”

      “Unless I could definitively rule out that the other Masters on the Council are traitors as well, I would probably just turn the king against him… subtly.”

      “Why can’t you just tell him?”

      “Because he’s used to me calling him ‘Deddy’!” Fergus said in a childish voice. Then he chuckled and spoke like an adult. “If I suddenly started talking to Oxiris like I’m talking to you right now, the old boy would probably keel over.”

      I frowned. “Why are you doing this?”

      “I confided in you because you were stupid enough to insult the king and his mages.” The jester grinned. “I knew I could count on you to do more stupid things from that point onward. And you were above suspicion, because a true spy would have licked spittle and kissed ass to avoid being detected. You would never do either of those things… although I had to be sure you weren’t incredibly stupid, to the point where you might expose me.”

      “Thank you… I think,” I said with a grin. “But what I meant was, why are you doing all this – the behind-the-scenes machinations, the sleuthing in the shadows?”

      “Because I love my kingdom, boy.”

      “This is how you serve your king,” I said, nodding with realization. “In the only way you can.”

      “No, not the king,” the dwarf scoffed. “My kingdom. The land of my birth. Don’t get me wrong, I like the old man. Love him, even. Back in the day, he was an excellent king… but the last of those days were many years ago. He should have long since been put out to pasture. However, I suppose it’s good that he hasn’t since his son’s a right bastard.”

      “Fortik?” I asked in surprise.

      “Not a literal one, since deddy and mummy were married. But in spirit, yes, Fortik’s a bastard through and through.”

      “He seems decent enough to me,” I said. “I mean, yes, he kicked you, but – ”

      “You think that bothers me?” the jester asked with a chuckle. “I wind him up for fun. As for him being nice to you, people’s public faces are often masks hiding the true face beneath. Fortik’s is particularly ugly. He wants his father’s crown above all else. I fear he might do something rash to get it.”

      I narrowed my eyes. “You think it might be Fortik that I saw with the dark elf?”

      “Perhaps… though, to be honest, I never thought even he would stoop to siding with the Overlord,” the jester said glumly. “In fact, I figured that the Overlord would be the perfect foil for him – the excuse for the prince to take control of the military. Which he’s doing, if you haven’t been paying attention.”

      I frowned. “It’s odd, though…”

      “What is?”

      “I would have thought the orcs would have attacked by now.”

      “Perhaps they were waiting for news of Evernal’s fall.”

      “Perhaps… but it still seems out of character for the Overlord’s forces…”

      The dwarf frowned. “How would you know?”

      “I fought Dark Alliance armies twice: once at Rivermeet, and again at Evernal. Both times, they attacked swiftly – there was no dallying around. And the second time, they snuck in, but they didn’t camp out and wait. It just… it’s odd.”

      The jester stroked his chin. “You may be right… perhaps you should go see for yourself…”

      “What?” I asked in shock.

      “Never mind,” the jester said, waving away the thought. “There’s no way out of the damn castle anyhow, and it would be suicide to go down there. Forget I said anything.”

      Fergus slid off the bed and waddled towards the door, carrying his cap in his hand. The bells chimed as he walked.

      “What should we do now?” I asked.

      “Keep your eyes open. Someone is pulling puppet strings from the shadows, and until we know who, no one is safe.”

      “How do I get ahold of you if I find something out?”

      “I’ll meet you twice daily – once in the evening, once early in the morning. If there’s something that can’t wait, use your powers to come find me. Don’t worry, I’ll cover for you if you’re discovered.” The dwarf smiled grimly. “The old fool can deny me nothing, bless his soul.”

      “Alright,” I said.

      Fergus paused with his hand on the doorknob. “Be careful, time mage. These are dark hours… and the darkest are yet to come.”

      And with that, he walked out the door and closed it behind him.
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      A servant delivered dinner ten minutes later on a cart.

      I looked at the plate of roast meat and vegetables and felt not the slightest bit of hunger. My friends were gone, and with them my appetite.

      Far more beguiling, though, was the tiny teapot beside the plate. A note in elegant handwriting sat next to it.

      Mistress Ura told me of your troubles. Just drink this tea, which contains an extract of poppy, and you will sleep deeply all night long. Rest well. – Maloff, Royal Apothecary

      I stared at the note with its promise of temporary release from all my pain.

      But I also thought of what the jester had said:

      Keep your eyes open.

      These are dark hours… and the darkest are yet to come.

      I did not feel like I could rightly close my eyes to escape, when all my friends no longer had that choice. It would dishonor what they had suffered.

      There was something else the dwarf had said, too, that stuck in my mind:

      Perhaps you should go see for yourself…

      I wanted to. There was a deep unease in me at the sight of all those plumes of smoke, which had turned back into roaring bonfires now that night had fallen.

      Not unease that the orcs might attack at any moment…

      …but that they hadn’t yet.

      Why not?

      I had seen a dark elf confer with a traitor from the castle – and yet there had been no hint of another assassination attempt since.

      Why not?

      I had watched Zarkow recall his raven and break its neck. He did not want Valasia’s message delivered to Evernal.

      Why not?

      So many questions with no answers.

      Perhaps you should go see for yourself…

      The words echoed over and over again in my head, along with something else the jester had said.

      There’s no way out of the damn castle anyhow.

      But there was.

      And I was fairly certain the one person who could help me, would.

      It would be dangerous…

      But the alternative was to stay in this room and be helpless, haunted by the faces of all my dead friends and lovers.

      I would gladly take danger over that, as long as I didn’t have to feel the way I felt right now.

      If I could pull it off, though, I had an adventure before me. I would need my strength, so I forced down as much of the food as I could.

      Then I got my knife and sheath out of my saddlebag and attached it to my belt – just to be on the safe side.

      Once I was finished, I left the cart – along with the untouched tea – outside my room, and walked out to the battlements.

      It took a bit of searching, but I finally found Petris.

      “What ho, Rylan?” the portal Apprentice said as he turned from watching the fires in the valley. “Come to help us kill the Overlord?”

      “Not in the way you think,” I said. I looked around us to make sure that no one was close enough to overhear. “I need a favor from you – a big one.”

      “Anything,” Petris said. “Just name it.”

      “I need you to portal me down to the bottom of the mountain.”

      Petris’s eyes grew wide. “What?! Why?!”

      “Because something’s wrong down there, and I need to know what it is.”

      “Damn right, something’s wrong – there’s an army of orcs camped outside our city!”

      “Keep your voice down,” I whispered harshly.

      “Rylan, I know you’re hurting right now… but what you’re saying is insane.”

      “I’m not asking you to portal me down amongst the orcs. Just take me to the bottom slopes of the mountain and I’ll handle it from there.”

      “I can’t,” he protested. “Even if I wanted to, the castle’s defenses prevent me from portaling anywhere.”

      “I know. Which is why I need you to help me rearrange them.”

      He stared at me in horror. “…what?”

      “Back in Evernal, we have something called the Games – training exercises where Apprentices are pitted against each other – ”

      “We have them, too.”

      “And can you portal during them?”

      Petris’s eyes shone with a glimmer of understanding. “Yes… but it’s because the – ”

      “City’s portal defenses are altered slightly,” I said, nodding. “You can portal out, but the Dark Alliance can’t portal in.”

      “That’s true…” Petris murmured, then came back to his senses. “But I still can’t do what you’re asking.”

      “Do what?” a familiar female voice spoke up.

      Shit.

      I turned around to see Aurelia looking at me curiously.

      “Rylan wants me to portal him down to the orc camp,” Petris said, as though I were insane.

      I glared at him.

      “What?! Why?!” Aurelia asked, shocked.

      There was no stopping her from hearing about it now. If I didn’t tell her, she would grow suspicious and rat me out to Ipalia or someone else.

      In for a copper, in for a gold.

      “There’s something odd about the army down there,” I said. “Dark Alliance forces don’t just announce themselves, camp out, and wait. They attack. They use the element of surprise and overwhelming force.”

      “And how would you know that?” Petris asked.

      “Because I’ve faced down the Overlord’s armies twice, and neither time did they lounge around beforehand. What is this – a siege or a tea party?”

      Petris and Aurelia looked at each other uneasily. They both knew of my reputation for battling goblins and orcs, thanks to Burkell’s interrogation in Kerr’s class. Aurelia had been there, and Petris had no doubt heard it gossiped about endlessly.

      “I’m not asking you to do anything other than get me down there,” I said. “You can portal me there and come back and replace the defenses in five seconds flat.”

      “You realize that, to someone else who didn’t know you or your reputation… it could sound like you’re trying to rendezvous with the orc army,” Petris said as gently as he could.

      “Like a spy?” I asked angrily. “A spy whose city was destroyed by the Overlord? That kind of spy?”

      Petris put up his hands. “I’m not saying that you are, I’m saying – ”

      “Speaking of spies, you have one in this very castle,” I snapped. “I saw him meeting with a dark elf.”

      “What?!” Aurelia gasped.

      “Who?!” Petris asked in shock.

      “I… don’t know,” I grumbled. “I didn’t see his face.”

      “Did you report it to Grand Master Burkell?!”

      “…no…”

      “Why not?!”

      “For one, I don’t trust him,” I said belligerently. Then my tone became a bit weaker. “For another… I saw it with my powers.”

      “Your powers?”

      I grimaced. “I can see backwards through time. That’s how I saw whoever it was meeting with the dark elf. I also saw your Beast Master – ”

      “Master Zarkow?”

      “Yes – he recalled the raven that Valasia and I sent to Evernal before we… found out what happened. Then he took the message off its leg and broke its neck.”

      “What?!” Aurelia whispered.

      Petris shook his head in horror. “Master Zarkow loves his animals. He would never do that.”

      “Well, he did. I saw it.”

      I didn’t think it wise to expose the jester’s role in all this, so I kept him out of it.

      “What are you saying?” Aurelia asked incredulously. “That Master Zarkow is in league with the Dark Alliance?”

      “I don’t know. All I know is that something very strange is going on, and I want to get to the bottom of it.”

      Petris and Aurelia exchanged another look.

      “How are we supposed to know that all that… actually happened?” Petris asked gingerly.

      “Which is exactly why I didn’t go to your Grand Master,” I fumed.

      “Give him a test,” Aurelia suggested. “If Rylan can see something in the past that we know happened, then we’ll know he’s telling the truth.”

      Petris thought for a second – then said, “Something happened to me ten minutes ago. Something out of the ordinary. Can you see that?”

      “I don’t know,” I said glumly. “I can’t really control it yet.”

      “If you can’t prove something like what Petris is asking,” Aurelia said, “how can you expect us to believe you?”

      I sighed. “Fine. Hold on, let me try.”

      I stood there and relaxed. It was easier than I’d thought – possibly because it was the third time I’d done it, and possibly because I was so tired from lack of sleep that my mind wandered effortlessly.

      Suddenly there were two Petrises before me: one solid and made of flesh, the other insubstantial as a ghost.

      The phantom Petris walked back and forth in front of the battlement, looking out at the fires. He turned away for a moment to blow on his hands, warming them –

      Suddenly another ghost entered, a soldier, and smacked Petris on the back of the head.

      The soldier yelled at him silently and pointed out at the valley. Petris nodded sheepishly, and returned to staring out at the fires.

      I pulled myself back to the present moment. Both phantoms disappeared, leaving only flesh-and-blood Petris.

      “A soldier walked by and hit you on the back of the head,” I said. “He yelled at you for taking your eyes off of the Orcish camp.”

      Petris stared at me with wide eyes.

      “Is he right?” Aurelia asked, amazed.

      “Yes… he is…” Petris murmured – and then he narrowed his eyes. “But he could have been spying on me so he could use that information to – ”

      “SHE suggested the damn test!” I nearly shouted at him. “Not me!”

      “It’s true, it was my idea,” Aurelia agreed.

      Petris looked queasy. “Alright… alright. I’ll do what you ask.”

      “Thank you,” I said in irritation.

      Aurelia looked at Petris in surprise. “You’re actually going to rearrange the defenses and portal him down there?”

      Petris shrugged miserably. “I mean… there’s dark elves coming into the castle, there’s a traitor, and Master Zarkow is acting odd… not to mention Rylan’s got a good point about the orcs…”

      “Then I’m going with you,” Aurelia said.

      “What?” I said, surprised. “No.”

      “Yes I am. I’m not letting you go down there alone.”

      “NO – ”

      “YES.”

      “Well, gods,” Petris muttered, “now I can’t let you two just go down there and run away afterwards – ”

      “NO!” I hissed, my whisper verging on a shout. “This is my idea, and I’m the only one doing it!”

      Aurelia crossed her arms and narrowed her eyes to slits. “Now you’re making me very suspicious. Why would you try to enlist our help, but refuse to let us go along with you? That’s something a spy would do. Something I’d have to report to the Grand Master.”

      I gritted my teeth. “You don’t actually believe that – you’re just trying to blackmail me.”

      She grinned. “You’re damn right I am.”

      “Well, I’m not running away and letting you two get all the glory,” Petris said. “If you’re both going, I’m going with you.”

      “NO – ”

      “That way I can portal us back at the first sign of danger. You’ve got to admit, that’s the only thing that makes sense.”

      I buried my face in my hands.

      Now I saw how annoying my own stubbornness could be to other people.

      “…alright… fine,” I muttered. “But you’re both to stick close to me, and you do what I say.”

      “And we port out at the first hint of trouble,” Aurelia added.

      “…yes,” I agreed grumpily. “We port out at the first sign of trouble.”

      “Alright,” Petris said, a big grin on his face. “This is going to be epic.”

      I just muttered in irritation and shook my head.

      For the first time in my life, I was beginning to understand why Ravik despised me so much.

      It had taken two other rebellious, querulous, ‘won’t take no for an answer’ Apprentices to show me why.
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      We snuck into the Portal Master’s tower with Petris leading the way.

      He took the precaution of knocking on the door to the Master’s chambers and calling out, “Master Glavos?”

      As expected, there was no answer. Glavos was down with the rest of the Council as they prepared for war.

      Then Petris led us to the room where the city’s magical defenses were housed.

      The set-up was almost exactly like what I’d seen in Lammel’s quarters back in Evernal. There was a massive square grid with glowing lines etched into the floor. Several dozen two-foot-long crystals jutted up at seemingly random points along the glowing lines. Each of the crystals glowed with a different color, and they all produced a low hum.

      The only significant difference between this portal chamber and Evernal’s was that this room had a window that looked out over the sloped roofs of the town.

      “Do you know which ones to move so that you can portal out, but no one else can portal in?” I asked.

      “Of course,” Petris said, annoyed. “I’ve been studying for my Trials for months now.”

      I noticed, though, that when he actually went to move the crystals, he hesitated.

      “Are you sure?” I asked.

      “Of course I’m sure, I just – this is huge!” Petris whispered frantically. “I could get kicked out for this!”

      “Then send me down quickly and – ”

      “It’s not that, it’s – ”

      “Gods,” Aurelia groaned. “If we get caught, Petris, I’ll have my father demand that the Council keep you in the Academy. Just get on with it.”

      From what Petris had told me, that was about the closest he could get to an ironclad guarantee… so he removed one of the crystals and set it into another hole.

      The bluish crystal suddenly glowed pink, and the hum turned slightly higher.

      “Alright, that’s it,” he said.

      “Well, let’s do it, then.”

      Petris waved his hands, and yellow circles of light appeared around them.

      Suddenly a tiny ring of sparks appeared before us and widened into a massive circle. Through the portal I could see the nearly vertical slope of the mountain – which would be deadly if we stepped through at this point.

      I could also see hundreds of campfires down in the valley, mere pinpricks at this distance.

      “Can you move the portal further down towards the tree line?” I asked.

      The ring stayed stationary on our side, but our view of the mountain rushed downwards. Petris must have been moving the portal down the mountain.

      Within seconds, the slope grew less steep, and we saw the first pine trees perched precariously in the thin soil. Though conditions were hard up here, they had little competition for sun.

      “Good, that’ll do,” I said.

      “It’s still steep,” Aurelia protested.

      “Just grab the nearest tree when you walk through. And they’re close enough together that you can move from one to the next – like this,” I said as I stepped through.

      I was suddenly no longer in the stone chamber of the crystals, but on the side of the mountain.

      Cold air blew over my face as I braced myself against the nearest tree.

      I looked up above me. The fiery ring of the portal blazed brightly in the darkness, and Aurelia and Petris peered out from within in.

      Behind the ring, the side of the mountain loomed almost vertically. Two hundred feet above me were the foundations of Ivernwood castle, brick walls laid precariously on a giant ledge of stone.

      I looked back down at the campfires in the valley, then slid down the steep slope of the mountain to the next tree.

      A second later, Aurelia came out behind me. She latched onto the first pine tree and held on for dear life.

      Petris looked down worriedly from the other side of the fiery ring, still back in the safety of the portal room.

      “Get down here, Aurelia, so he can come out,” I said.

      She tentatively let go of the tree trunk – lost her footing – and slid uncontrollably down the slope with a shriek.

      I didn’t even need to stop time, though – I just reached out, grabbed her, and pulled her in right next to my body.

      “OH,” she gasped, her eyes wide, then smiled as she snuggled in next to me. “Well, it was worth it just for this.”

      “Don’t scream again, the orcs might hear you,” I warned her. Then I looked up at Petris. “Well? Come on!”

      He stepped tentatively out of the ring, then grabbed onto the pine tree as well.

      “Are you going to leave that thing open?” I asked about the sparking portal. “They’ll see it from a mile away.”

      “Yeah… I guess you’re right…” he said glumly.

      Seconds later the ring collapsed into thin air.

      We were alone in the woods.

      …hopefully.

      “What’s the plan?” Aurelia asked.

      “I’ll continue down until I either get tired of looking or find something. You two can stay up here if you want – ”

      “Uh, no,” Aurelia scoffed.

      “It’ll be easier to port everyone out if we’re all together,” Petris said.

      “Alright, then. Follow me.”

      I moved down the mountain carefully, sliding down the slope to the next tree and then using it to brace myself.

      Aurelia and Petris followed close behind, though they were a bit slower.

      We went on like that for five minutes before Petris whispered, “What are we looking for?”

      “I don’t know… hopefully I’ll know when I see it.”

      I saw it soon enough.

      One moment I was staring out through the trees at the pinpricks of light in the distance. They were my compass, and easy to see; there were hundreds of them, after all.

      Then the next moment, I slid down to a lower tree, looked out –

      And the lights were all gone.

      Every last one of them.

      I stood there staring in confusion.

      I moved my head to the left and right, wondering if it was some trick of the mountain air.

      But no… the entire valley was dark as the bottom of a well.

      “Do you see that?!” I whispered loudly up to my companions.

      “See what?” Aurelia whispered back. She was still ten feet above me, a couple of trees behind.

      “The campfires – they’re gone!”

      She laughed. “No they’re not!”

      I frowned and stared at the darkness. “Where are they, then?!”

      “Right there,” she said, pointing down at the valley.

      I scowled back up at her. “Are you mad?!”

      “Are you? They’re plainly visible – aren’t they, Petris?”

      Petris was even further back, about twenty feet above me.

      “They’re definitely there, Rylan,” he whispered down.

      “Hold on, stay where you are,” I said, and clambered up the steep slope.

      I got to Aurelia’s tree, grabbed hold, turned around –

      And stared in utter shock.

      Petris and Aurelia were right.

      There were the campfires, burning brightly in the distance.

      “This is… this can’t be right…” I said in amazement.

      “What?”

      “Go down to the next tree and look. You too, Petris. Tell me what you see.”

      Aurelia gave me a look like I was losing my mind, but she slid down the slope to the next tree. I got out of Petris’s way, and he followed along behind her.

      “What the…?” Aurelia’s surprised voice floated up from below me.

      “What?!” Petris hissed. “Rylan, are you pulling some kind of a prank?!”

      “I’m a time mage, Petris, not an – ”

      I stopped, my mouth frozen around the words.

      Enchanting mage.

      Suddenly it all made sense.

      “Someone’s cast an enchantment so we’ll think the city is surrounded,” I whispered.

      “What?!”

      “Why would anyone do that?”

      “I don’t…”

      I had started to say, I don’t know, but suddenly the truth clicked into place once more.

      “…to keep me and Valasia in Ivernwood…”

      “What?! Who would do that?!”

      “I don’t know. But if you were going to cast a massive enchantment, wouldn’t it make more sense to cover an army’s approach until they were right up on you? Why project the illusion of an army that isn’t there?”

      “We need to get back to the castle and tell someone!” Aurelia whispered.

      “Right away,” I agreed.

      “Alright,” Petris said, “let me just – ”

      Suddenly there was a clatter of rocks far below us.

      “Shhh!” I hissed at the other two apprentices.

      An inhuman voice growled up out of the darkness, probably eighty feet away.

      “Careful, you fool, they’ll hear us coming!”

      “They’ll definitely hear us coming if you keep talking,” another voice retorted.

      Aurelia and Petris looked up at me. I put a finger to my lips – Be quiet – and then I slowed down time.

      I only had eighty seconds. I had to make the most of them.

      I slid down the mountain past Aurelia and Petris, who remained frozen and looking up at where I’d just been.

      The entire time, I counted in my head.

      80… 79… 78…

      I slid fifty feet, grasping trees on my way to slow my descent. When I was close, I flattened myself against the ground to provide the most friction, and grabbed a tree with both arms.

      …71… 70… 69…

      I peered down into the darkness. There were shapes there.

      Human shapes… and inhuman. Three each, six in all.

      The human-like shapes were dark elves. I could tell by their manes of white hair glowing softly in the moonlight, though their dark skin otherwise camouflaged them within the shadows.

      The inhuman shapes were like a cross between humans and wolves – massive bodies, nine feet long, hunched over like dogs on all fours.

      Lycans.

      Their canine eyes glittered in the darkness, and I could see their parted fangs glinting with saliva.

      The Dark Alliance really was outside the castle –

      Just not nearly as many as we’d thought.

      I considered scrambling back up the slope and portaling the hell out of there – but a part of me hoped I would hear more.

      63… 62… 61…

      So I hid behind the biggest tree I could find, deep in the shadows, and started time again.

      Suddenly the wind blew across my face, and the figures began moving again.

      One of the lycans spoke. Its voice was the harsh growl I’d heard earlier. “If you weren’t so damn – ”

      “Quiet!” one of the dark elves hissed. “Listen!”

      The entire group was silent for a moment.

      I prayed they couldn’t hear anything from me, though my heart felt like a banging drum in my chest.

      “Anything?” the elf hissed.

      “No,” another wolf growled.

      “The mage said they were here,” the elf muttered.

      The mage?!

      Zarkow!

      It had to be! He could have sent them a raven!

      “I know I heard voices before,” a third Lycan said.

      “Well, come on, let’s keep – ”

      “Wait!” one of the lycans snapped.

      “What?”

      Everyone in the group, both elves and wolves, looked over.

      The beast lifted its head and snuffed the air. Then it stared directly into the darkness towards me.

      “There – I smell a human – ”

      DAMMIT.

      I immediately slowed down time, scrambled as fast as I could up the slope, and restarted the count where I’d left off.

      I had gained a few seconds of my power back during my eavesdropping, but I couldn’t reliably know how many, so I erred on the side of caution.

      60… 59… 58…

      I flung myself upwards, going from tree to tree, using each one as a base to propel myself up to the next one.

      52… 51… 50…

      It wasn’t exactly easy to climb back up the mountain, but it was a damn sight easier than climbing the walls of the dormitory in Evernal with Shala on my back.

      …which I would never do again…

      38… 37… 36…

      I reached Petris and Aurelia with at least thirty seconds of my power to spare.

      I knew from experience that if I just appeared in front of them, they would probably shout in fright, so I got behind them and put my hands over their mouths. Then I started time again.

      Sure enough, both Petris and Aurelia made noises, but I managed to muffle them.

      “Shhh,” I whispered in their ears. “Petris, port us out of here now.”

      Petris nodded, and I took away my hands from his and Aurelia’s mouths. She looked around at me in terror, and I put my finger to my mouth. Shh.

      From down below us came the sounds of scrabbling feet across rocky soil, then a growl of frustration.

      “He was here, I can smell him – but where did he go?!”

      Other voices spoke up. “The portal mage – maybe it was him?”

      “No, you fool, we would have seen his ring bright as day.”

      “Petris!” I whispered harshly. “Hurry up!”

      He looked around at me with panic in his eyes. “I can’t!”

      I stared at him in horror. “What do you mean, you can’t?”

      Petris thrust his hands into the air. Yellow circles of light spun around his wrists, but no circle of sparks appeared.

      “Nothing’s happening!” he whispered. “I try and I try, but I can’t summon a portal!”

      “Why not?!”

      He looked absolutely terrified. “I think somebody replaced the crystals in the tower… that’s the only think I can think of!”

      “What’s THAT?!” one of the lycans growled down beneath us. “That yellow light, you see it?”

      The wolf was talking about the lights around Petris’s wrists.

      I grabbed them, tried to block them with my body –

      Too late.

      “It’s them!” one of the dark elves cried out. “GET THEM!”

      No choice now.

      I had lost too many people today.

      I wasn’t about to lose two more.

      “Aurelia, protect Petris!” I said as I turned around and faced the downward slope of the mountain.

      The lycans were already bounding up the steep slope, their claws giving them better purchase on the rocks.

      “Where are you going?!” Aurelia shrieked.

      I pulled my knife from its sheath.

      “To fight!” I yelled as I dropped onto my back and slid down the mountain.
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      Normally I preferred a fair fight, but when it was six against one and I was protecting innocents from certain death, I didn’t shy away from using my powers.

      The lycans were almost upon us when I started sliding down the mountain.

      The lead wolf saw me headed for him and leapt for me, claws outstretched –

      I slowed down time to a crawl.

      Unfortunately, I was down to roughly thirty seconds of my powers, so I had to make every second count.

      29… 28…

      The lycan froze midair.

      I didn’t.

      Instead, I slid beneath him.

      I passed under his massive paws, his daggerlike claws, his open mouth filled with fangs.

      As I went, I plunged my knife into his belly and used my momentum to slit him sternum to crotch.

      Because time was creeping by, not a single drop of blood spilled – though when I withdrew it, my knife blade was shining wet with red.

      My momentum had slowed down greatly by the time I finished the cut, which was good, because I needed to shift my attack to the next Lycan fifteen feet to my left.

      I stopped my descent and scrambled sideways across the rocks.

      22… 21… 20…

      I reached the next lycan. He was just getting ready to leap from the ground.

      I stabbed him first in one eye, then the other.

      Then I scrambled and stumbled across the slope to the third wolf.

      …15… 14… 13…

      I stabbed him in the eyes as well. Again, not a single drop of blood spilled.

      The dark elves were still sixty feet further down the slope.

      8… 7…

      Dammit – by the time I reached them, I might have only ten seconds to deal with all three.

      I needed to rest and regain a bit of my powers, so I hid behind the largest tree I could find and started time again.

      The scene around me immediately turned into a nightmare.

      The lycans all screamed as one, a howl straight from the pits of hell.

      The first one I’d cut hit the ground, and his intestines immediately fell out on impact. It was like someone had slung a load of bloody sausages across the mountainside.

      The other two wolves screamed and clawed at their faces as blood sprayed out of their eye sockets.

      But I hadn’t stopped them. Apparently lycans were harder to kill than humans.

      The disemboweled one tried to stuff his guts back into his stomach. Realizing that was impossible, he crept up the mountain. Feebly, to be sure, but he kept going.

      The two I’d stabbed in the eyes roared in anger.

      “We will rip out your HEART, time mage!” one of them bellowed, then lifted his nose into the air and began sniffing. He and the other blind Lycan started up the mountain.

      Time mage.

      So they knew it was me.

      And they were headed right for Aurelia and Petris.

      I prayed to all the gods that Aurelia could handle herself in combat.

      I glanced around the tree where I was hiding.

      The dark elves were racing up the mountain far faster than I had.

      That made sense – elves were generally more nimble and fleet-footed than humans. I guess that included dark elves, too.

      Suddenly there was the sound of a crashing wave, followed by a howl.

      I looked up in time to see one of the wolves hurtling through the air enveloped by a giant spray of water.

      Aurelia must have gotten him.

      From the lack of trailing guts, I guessed it was one of the blind ones.

      Seconds later, he crashed into a pine tree with a back-breaking crunch.

      Yes!

      But I didn’t have long to celebrate, because the dark elves were almost upon me.

      As soon as the first one got within three feet, I slowed time again.

      I knew I had more than ten seconds, but I wanted to err on the side of caution as I began my count.

      7… 6…

      I slit the first elf’s throat – again, not a drop of blood spilt.

      Then I maneuvered down through the trees.

      4… 3…

      I stabbed the next elf in the eyes. I was fairly sure he wouldn’t be able to function nearly as well as his lycan friends.

      1…

      The count ran out.

      But I had rested twice, so I had a bit more left to my powers.

      I just didn’t know how much.

      I gritted my teeth and strained to keep time slow.

      The next elf was too far away, too far down the slope to reach by running –

      So I slid.

      I raced down towards him. There was no time to stand up and attack his face or neck –

      So as I passed by, I slashed the back of his left heel with my knife, cutting through his leather boot to the bone.

      Suddenly my hold on time gave way, and everything came roaring back into normal time.

      The elves screamed much as their Lycan allies had.

      Well, two of them did. The one whose neck I’d slit just gurgled as he clutched his throat and collapsed to his knees.

      The blinded one screamed and pressed his hands to his face as he fell to the ground.

      The third one collapsed onto the rocks, unable to stay upright. His left foot was now absolutely useless.

      I had to grasp at two trees before I was able to stop my descent.

      The one whose heel I’d cut heard me and whipped around.

      “YOU!” he roared in rage, his sword at the ready.

      He tried to get to his feet, but only one of them was any good anymore, so he slid down towards me instead.

      Wonderful.

      If I tried to use my powers now, I would have at best a second or two. Enough to finish him off, but I couldn’t waste my shot –

      So I let go of the tree and slid down the mountain.

      The elf followed me, leaving behind a smear of blue blood in the shadows.

      I had the advantage in that both of my legs worked, so I was able to change directions more easily.

      I quickly used that to my advantage as I stopped at one pine and scrambled to the left.

      The dark elf tried to change directions, too, but his ruined leg prevented him from doing it smoothly. As a consequence, he flailed past me farther down the slope until he thudded painfully against a tree trunk.

      Now I had the higher ground.

      Of course, I had a knife, and he had a sword.

      But I also had a couple of seconds of slowed time to attack, so I figured the odds were in my favor.

      I maneuvered until I was only five feet away. He struggled to stand, propping himself up against the tree.

      “Magrov’s Fist, I told them you wouldn’t fall to just six of us,” he cursed.

      “I wouldn’t fall to a legion of you,” I snarled.

      The dark elf roared and dashed right at me, apparently trying to tackle me rather than behead me –

      But I slowed time and stabbed him up under his sternum, plunging the knife all the way in.

      Then I stepped to the side and released time.

      The dark elf fell to the ground with a thud and gasped. Then he began to choke as air gurgled through the blood filling his collapsing lungs.

      He rolled over onto his back to look at me, his sword clanging uselessly to the side.

      “You fool… we didn’t… come here… to…”

      He never got out the final words, because he coughed up a mouthful of blood… and then his head fell back onto the mountain slope and lolled lifelessly to the side.

      I kicked away his sword in case it was a trick and he was playacting to draw me in close.

      He wasn’t acting, that was for sure. His eyes stared lifelessly up at the scraggly tops of the pines.

      We didn’t come here to –

      To what?

      To die?

      To lose?

      To surrender?

      I couldn’t care less.

      I turned and raced back up the slope.

      I couldn’t use my powers – I needed to rest to regain them – so I made my way up the slope as fast as I could in real time, pushing myself upwards from tree to tree.

      I passed the other two elves on the way up.

      The one with the slit throat was quite obviously dead.

      The blinded one was still screaming as he pressed his palms against his ruined eye sockets.

      I put him out of his misery with a knife thrust to the base of his skull. He collapsed into silence.

      Suddenly there was another whoosh of water, and a second wolf was launched through the air, tumbling and somersaulting down the slope.

      I waited until he stopped sliding, got within five feet of him, and slowed time. There was no way I was going to take a chance with something that could rip or bite me in half.

      In the precious two seconds I had, I stabbed the wolf’s throat one, two, three times in quick succession, then darted away before normal time returned.

      The lycan gave a gurgling scream, holding its spouting throat, as it rolled around on the rocky slope… and then finally relaxed and lay still as its lifeblood slowed to a trickle.

      I started back up.

      The other blind wolf heard or smelled me coming, and turned to face me.

      “FOOL – YOU MUST LISTEN TO WHAT WE – ”

      “Not interested,” I said as I stopped time and slashed his throat.

      When time started again, he fell to the ground and thrashed violently. He slid ten feet down the mountain, leaving behind a smear of blood that was black in the moonlight… and then lay still as he bled out.

      One more to go.

      The last lycan was already dead by the time I got to him, his intestines spread out across the mountain thirty feet behind him. I avoided the slippery trail and made my way up to where I’d left Petris and Aurelia.

      I found them cowering behind a tree, wide-eyed and trembling.

      “It’s me,” I whispered as I climbed up towards them.

      I didn’t need Aurelia hurling me twenty feet into the air with one of her water blasts.

      “You did well – very well,” I said to her.

      She stared at me with wide eyes. “Are they all dead?”

      “All of them.” I looked at Petris. “How are you?”

      “Useless,” he said bitterly. “I couldn’t do a damn thing.”

      “It’s not your fault. Zarkow must have replaced the crystals.”

      “Why Zarkow?”

      “I heard a dark elf say ‘the mage said they’d be up here.’ I figured Zarkow followed us, sent them a bird to let them know we were coming, and replaced the crystals so we’d be trapped down here. Either that or Glavos is a traitor, too, and he replaced the crystals after we left.”

      “Maybe it was a mistake…” Petris said mournfully. “Maybe Master Glavos found the crystals in disarray and fixed them…”

      “Do you really believe that?” I asked.

      Neither of them said anything.

      “Whatever happened, happened,” I said. “We’re alive, that’s all that matters. Now how do we get back up to the castle?”

      “We don’t,” Aurelia said, her voice hopeless.

      “What do you mean, we don’t? There has to be a way.”

      “The only option is to travel down into the valley and pick up the road down there. It has to be six or seven miles from here, though – and the orc army is – ”

      “An illusion.”

      “…oh, I forgot,” she whispered. “That’s right – ”

      “But those lycans and dark elves weren’t,” Petris pointed out. “If there were six of them, there might be more.”

      “True,” I admitted.

      “And when they evacuated the town and put everyone inside the castle walls, they cut the suspension bridge,” Petris continued. “We could get all the way up there and then be killed off by more lycans before the soldiers could get a new bridge across the gorge.”

      “Well, we don’t have any other choice,” I said grimly. “Unless…”

      My voice trailed off as I stared up at the nearly vertical wall of the mountain. It was swallowed up in shadow, cast by the moon overhead.

      “Unless what?” Petris asked.

      “Unless I can climb up there.”

      Aurelia laughed. “You might as well sprout wings.”

      “No, I can do it.”

      She stopped smiling and stared at me. “You’re insane!”

      “In my home village, I used to climb cliffs almost half that size every day. I think I can make it…”

      “Rylan – if you fall, you’re dead!”

      “I’ll just have to not fall, then.”

      “If dark elves come,” Petris said, “they could shoot you with arrows.”

      I pointed at the darkness engulfing the mountain wall, which looked like it had been doused in black ink. “Those shadows are too deep. They’ll never see me, not in these dark clothes. And that’s assuming more dark elves will even show up.”

      Aurelia shook her head frantically. “You can’t risk it! Let’s shout – maybe they’ll hear us up above – ”

      “Or maybe we’ll bring more lycans and dark elves right to us. Look, we’re two hundred feet below the base of the castle. It’s another fifty feet up the walls, and there are all sorts of winds whipping around up there. If they didn’t hear those lycans screaming, they’ll never hear us. And I don’t see anybody gathering up there on the ramparts with a bunch of torches looking down at us.”

      Neither of them said anything. I could tell they weren’t convinced.

      “Look, we have two choices,” I continued. “Either we all go down into the valley in the dark and risk running into more of the Overlord’s forces, or I take the direct route back to the castle. It’ll take an hour at most. If I make it – what am I saying? When I make it – I’ll have them change the crystals and you can port inside. Petris, once you see me get to the top, start trying to use your powers every few minutes until they work again.”

      I looked around me at the corpses littering the side of the mountain.

      “You can’t stay here – not near these bodies. If another group comes looking for them, they’ll find you in an instant.”

      I pointed to the right, where the slope of the mountain wasn’t quite as bad as what we’d been dealing with.

      “Go down there, at least a couple hundred feet away from here, and find a place to hide. A hollow in the ground, or in the roots of a tree – anything. Just keep your eyes and ears open.”

      “Rylan, please – you can’t leave us,” Aurelia whispered, terrified.

      “You did an excellent job,” I told her, gripping her arms with my hands. “You fought them off.”

      “Yes – blind ones! I wouldn’t have survived if not for that!”

      “We can either spend hours and hours fumbling around in the dark, exposing ourselves to more danger – or you can be brave and let me go save you as fast as possible before anyone else comes. Now which do you want?”

      She swallowed hard. “I just don’t want you to die.”

      I grinned. “I won’t. As you’ve seen, it takes a lot to kill me.”

      She looked unhappy, but didn’t say anything else.

      “Alright… go hide,” I said. “I’ll see you in an hour after I undo the portal defenses.”

      They nodded glumly, then set off down the mountain.

      As for me, I scrambled up the slope to the base of the vertical wall leading up to the castle.
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      I reached the base of the cliff and looked up.

      Far overhead loomed the peak upon which Ivernwood castle was perched.

      The wall of rock leading up to it was nearly vertical and over two hundred feet tall – a perfect defense against invading armies.

      The wall itself was craggy and full of toe-holds. I had spent my entire life climbing sea cliffs; this one wouldn’t be hard to climb.

      At least… from what I could see of the first thirty feet.

      Back in Rivermeet, if I’d fallen off a cliff, I just plunged harmlessly into the water.

      Here it would be a different matter entirely.

      Not to mention that the cliff was a good deal higher than anything I’d attempted back home.

      Ah well.

      Nothing to be done about it, unless I wanted to go down into the valley and face off against who knew how many more lycans and dark elves.

      I took off my boots so my bare toes were exposed – my preferred manner of climbing. Then I tied my boots to my cloak for later… and I began.

      At first it went well. I had plenty of choices for my fingers, plenty of small ledges to stand on – and the wall itself was at a slight slope, maybe eighty degrees.

      But the farther up I went, the more perpendicular the wall became.

      And the smoother the rock face.

      And the smaller the cracks and ledges.

      About sixty feet up, it became very difficult.

      To be honest, I didn’t know for sure that I was sixty feet up. I wouldn’t look down, so I wasn’t sure.

      But I still had well over a hundred feet to go.

      I breathed in and told myself, Easier to go up than go down.

      Then I forged ahead.

      Every passing moment was more and more difficult. Thank the gods I had eaten – I needed all my strength.

      But I hadn’t slept last night, and my lack of rest began to weigh upon me.

      I could tell I wasn’t as strong as I might have been.

      Still I forged on.

      Sweat trickled into my eyes, but I couldn’t wipe my brow with my hands, so I just blinked it away.

      The winds howled around me, threatening to blow me off. I just hugged the rock face tighter.

      Several times I reached a point where I had to choose which way to go. I looked as far ahead of me as I could see and chose as best I could, but I had no guarantee it would end up well.

      That was one disadvantage of climbing in such deep shadow. It might have shielded me from being easily spotted from the ground – but it also made it difficult to see far ahead.

      Finally, after close to an hour, I reached the top.

      Unfortunately, that was where things got exponentially harder.

      The base of the city sat atop a plateau on a mountain peak. But the cliff didn’t go straight up to the city wall, which would have been easy. No, it reached a sort of promontory which jutted out over thin air.

      Which meant I would no longer be able to use my feet to help me.

      I would have to rely only on the strength of my fingers, hands, and arms as I dangled above a two-hundred foot drop.

      It was only about fifteen feet of climbing… but it was the hardest fifteen feet of them all.

      And I was already tired and trembling from exertion.

      Not to mention that the winds were strongest up here. I would be most in danger of a powerful gust blowing me off.

      I could have stopped time, but I knew I couldn’t scale the promontory in eighty seconds. I decided to use my powers if things got really bad –

      If things got really bad.

      Ha – they couldn’t get much worse.

      I said a silent prayer to the spirts of my parents and Jerris, and started the final portion of my climb.

      My feet dangled out in space as I crept up six inches at a time.

      My arm muscles burned.

      My fingers screamed.

      My entire body hurt.

      But I had no choice… I had to keep going.

      Finally I got to the top of the promontory, and – thank the gods! – there was a short stone wall at the edge, maybe three feet tall. It was made of hundreds of rough stones kept in place with mortar, with plenty of craggy fingerholds.

      I couldn’t see anything above it, but I knew that I had reached the end of the most difficult part of my climb.

      Climbing the short stone wall would be simple. And from there I could scale the castle wall, which had plenty of footholds –

      And then suddenly things went from ‘getting better’ to much, much worse.

      “Well?” an old woman’s creaky voice called out from somewhere above me. Her words sounded muffled, as though she were inside a cave.

      “I don’t see him,” a man’s voice said.

      From the sound of it, he was standing almost directly above me.

      DAMMIT!

      I hung there, my legs still dangling midair. At least I had a good fingerhold on the stone wall.

      “The mage said he was climbing,” the woman snapped.

      “And I’ll be ready for him when he gets here,” the man snarled.

      My eyes widened.

      What the hell?!

      Had Zarkow sent a bird as a spy, and had seen me scaling the cliff?!

      I hadn’t seen a raven – although I had never looked at anything except the twenty feet of the climb in front of me.

      I was grateful I hadn’t used my powers before this, because I needed them now more than ever.

      I slowed time to a crawl and climbed the last four feet.

      I had a bad moment as the mortar between stones crumbled and a rock fell away –

      But my hold with my left hand was strong, and I quickly grabbed on again with my right.

      The falling rock and a cloud of sand and grit were frozen all around me as I finally pulled myself up over the railing.

      The sweet relief of not having to carry my entire bodyweight with my fingers gave way to pulse-pounding shock –

      As I found myself face to face with another dark elf.

      Thank the gods he was frozen in time.

      He was dressed in black from head to foot, with a hood hanging down his back.

      As far as I could tell, it was the same dark elf I had seen down in the corridor talking to the cloaked figure.

      He held a long spear and was peering over the edge of the cliff.

      I stared at him in shock.

      How the hell did HE get up here?

      The answer came quickly as I glanced around.

      There was a ledge, a sort of platform carved into the rock, around which the stone wall served as a railing. It was a small space, maybe ten square feet. More of a lookout than anything else.

      At the edge of the platform, the stones of the castle wall began – straight up for another fifty feet –

      Except there was a gap in the stones, a crude doorway.

      And inside the gap stood a female dark elf.

      She looked ancient, her face lined with wrinkles and her body bent over with old age. Her hair was a tangled rat’s nest. Around her throat she wore a necklace of tiny bones – maybe from a small animal, or maybe the fingerbones of a human. Her ragged black dress covered a body that was little more than a skeleton draped in dark blue skin.

      I wasted no time.

      I seized the spear from the male and kicked him over the side of the railing.

      He hung there midair, body twisting, his face blank and uncomprehending. As far as his mind knew, he was still standing on the balcony.

      Behind him, the fake fires of the illusory Orcish camp flickered amongst the trees.

      I turned toward the old hag and hesitated.

      I had no stomach for killing women, so I merely pushed her so that she fell backwards. Even then I couldn’t stand to let her break her brittle bones, so I lowered her gently to the ground.

      As soon as she was out of the way, I could see past her into a small chamber lit by dozens of candles. Due to my powers, all the flames slowly bent in the air instead of flickering.

      The room was no bigger than fifteen feet on each side, and there was a small passageway in the back wall that led off into the shadows.

      There were two other female dark elves inside, both of them kneeling on the stone floor. One looked young, the other middle-aged. Both of them wore ragged black dresses and jewelry made of bones, just like the crone.

      Their hands hovered over a pattern that looked very much like the one in the Portal Master’s tower. Loops and lines intersected with glowing crystals.

      The main thing about this pattern, though, was that it was drawn in blue blood.

      And in the center of the pattern was a figure, its limbs splayed out, its wrists and feet held fast by spikes nailed through the palms and ankles.

      The figure was humanoid. The only reason I knew it was a dark elf was because of all the blue blood everywhere.

      Because it had no flesh on it.

      It had been flayed.

      White ligaments crisscrossed light blue muscles, all of it covered in blood.

      I stared in horror.

      Whatever dark magic they were practicing here was more horrific than anything I had ever seen.

      I noticed two other things after the initial shock passed.

      One was that the chamber was made of stones bound with mortar.

      The second was that a six-foot-tall coil of rope sat in the corner of the room. It looked old, weathered, and as though it had not been used in decades.

      The conclusion was inevitable: this was a secret chamber, built as part of the castle. The rope suggested that it was an escape route if the city walls were breached and the king found himself surrounded by invaders.

      Either the dark elves had discovered the room on their own, which seemed unlikely…

      …or someone had let them in.

      First I quickly unlashed my boots from my cloak boots and put them back on.

      Then I placed the tip of the spear at the crone’s neck and started time.

      She frowned, startled. One second she was standing, the next she was on the floor.

      Behind me, I heard the male dark elf scream as he plummeted to his death.

      Then the crone realized I was above her with a spear at her throat.

      “NO!” she howled in terror.

      The other two females looked up, shrieked in fright, and scrambled backwards across the chamber.

      The younger one headed for the shadowy doorway –

      “Stop or I’ll kill her!” I yelled, shaking the spear over the old woman’s throat.

      I wouldn’t have – I would have merely stopped time and retrieved the young oner – but it was an effective threat.

      The younger dark elf stopped in her tracks.

      “Vara – makushla na varig!” the old woman hissed.

      “Ma vara ka nas!” the young woman wailed.

      “Ka nas, ka nas!”  the middle-aged one cried out.

      “What are you saying?” I demanded.

      The old woman sneered at me. “I said, ‘Run, I don’t care if he kills me.’”

      “Apparently they care if I kill you, though. What are you, family? Is that your daughter and granddaughter? Or are they just apprentices of yours?”

      The old woman stared hatefully at me but said nothing.

      “What the hell is all this?” I asked, jerking my head towards the flayed creature in the center of the room.

      The old crone smiled malevolently. “What does it look like?”

      “Black magic.”

      “Not black. Dark elf magic.”

      “Uh uh. Who’s the poor bastard you skinned?”

      “He volunteered for the honor.”

      “Then he was stupid enough to deserve it. Does all this have anything to do with your fake orc army out there?”

      Her withered face twitched. The other two women looked at each other, giving away the game.

      “So that’s what it is,” I realized. “One big enchantment spell…”

      The crone spat on my pants leg. I ignored it.

      “Who let you in here?” I asked.

      No answer.

      “Was it Zarkow?”

      No answer.

      “Down in the valley – I know there’s no army, but how many more lycans and dark elves are there?”

      “You can stop with your questions, human,” she sneered. “I will say nothing more.”

      “Doesn’t matter. Once I tell the king and the Council – ”

      The old woman burst into laughter.

      “Did I say something funny?” I asked angrily.

      “No. Just stupid.”

      “We’ll see.”

      The entire conversation, though somewhat informative, hadn’t really been meant to gather information.

      It had been meant to give my powers a rest.

      Once I knew I had my full window of eighty seconds back, I set my plan into action.

      “You two,” I snapped at the middle-aged woman and the younger one, “sit back to back. NOW.”

      They hurriedly scrambled over and sat back to back on the floor.

      Then I slowed down time and set to work.

      First I picked up the old woman. She weighed little more than a rag doll.

      I seated her with the other two women, her back to their arms.

      Then I started pulling rope off the massive coiled pile. It was old and stiff and slowly disintegrating, but it would do.

      I tied it half a dozen times around the three elves. The rope was at least two hundred feet long to reach down the mountainside, so I had plenty of slack.

      By the time my powers ran out, the women were fully immobilized.

      Their shock at being bound was pretty funny.

      “Wha– you stravik!” the old crone shouted.

      “Why, thank you,” I said sarcastically.

      “You will pay for this.”

      “I’m pretty sure I won’t, but if it makes you feel any better, you can believe whatever you want until the soldiers come and get you.”

      The old woman began wriggling around inside the coils –

      Until I put the spear to her neck.

      “I can let you sit here alive, or I can throw you off the cliff like your boyfriend. Your choice.”

      She just glowered at me.

      I used the rest of the rope to wrap their legs. I didn’t even need to stop time to do it – they couldn’t move much, and the younger and middle-aged females seemed to have given up.

      The old one hadn’t, though. The bitch tried to kick me in the face, so I slowed down time to wrap the ropes around her legs.

      When I started everything up again, she cried out. “Too tight!”

      “Too bad. Maybe you’ll be a bit nicer next time you’re getting tied up. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have other things to attend to.”

      I broke off one of the flickering candles, which had been fixed to the stone floor with melted wax, and started into the dark passageway at the end of the room.

      “Time mage,” the old woman hissed.

      I had used my powers on them, so it wasn’t exactly a secret what I was.

      But it still sent a chill up my spine to hear the words on her lips.

      I turned to look at her.

      “It will do you no good,” she said with a malicious leer. “In the end, you will be his.”

      I knew she meant the Overlord.

      “We’ll see,” I said with a cold smile, then turned and walked into the darkness.
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      The passageway was about five feet tall and three feet wide. I had to stoop over as I walked through it.

      I also stopped time, just to make sure that there were no assassins or traps waiting for me – but nothing was.

      Thirty feet later, the passageway came to a dead end.

      There was an iron lever jutting out from a metal housing, with ropes leading to several pulley systems and wooden wheels. I pulled down on the lever, the ropes began to move across the wheels, and the stone wall grated open, revealing a secret entrance into another hall.

      I stepped through the door. A moment later, the stone door began to recede. Seconds later, it had blended into the wall perfectly.

      I had no idea how to trigger it from this side, but I’m sure I could find it if need be. If nothing else, I would just get Glavos to lower the portal defenses and port me back up to the balcony I’d thrown the dark elf off of.

      That is, if Glavos wasn’t working for the Overlord.

      As I walked down the hallway, something seemed very familiar about my surroundings.

      By the time I reached the intersecting corridor, I had confirmed my suspicions: this was the spot where I’d had the vision.

      So the cloaked figure had met the dark elf I’d thrown to his death.

      Which meant there was absolutely a traitor somewhere in the castle.

      I hurried through the hallways of the castle. I thought about going directly to the portal room and resetting the crystals so Petris and Aurelia could get back in –

      But if someone had reset the crystals to trap us out there on the mountainside, there was a damn good chance that they were lying in wait in case I returned.

      I was incredibly conflicted.

      Go take a chance on rearranging the crystals, and possibly fall into a trap?

      Or get reinforcements, and perhaps put Petris and Aurelia in danger with the delay?

      The problem was, the dark elves had said a mage had alerted them to my presence.

      The mage knew I had gone outside the city walls…

      He knew I was climbing the sheer cliff…

      And so he probably knew I was back inside Ivernwood.

      He might even be watching me now through the eyes of a mouse or a rat.

      In the end, I decided I needed help, and from the only person I knew I could trust.

      If nothing else, I needed her to know what was going on in case something happened to me, so she could save Petris and Aurelia.

      I quickly made my way up to Valasia’s room and knocked rapidly.

      It took a few seconds – it was the middle of the night, after all – but her sleepy voice called out, “Who is it?”

      “Rylan. Open up.”

      She opened the door and peered out, clad only in a sheet. “Rylan, what are – good gods, what happened to you?”

      I was guessing I had a fair amount of dirt on me from everything that had happened the last hour. I ignored the question and pushed on past her into the room.

      “The orc army is an illusion,” I announced.

      She stared at me in shock. “What?”

      “It was cast by three dark elf witches hiding out in the basement of the castle.”

      “What?!”

      “Oh – and I need you to help me shut down the city’s portal defenses as soon as possible.”

      “WHAT?!”

      I quickly recounted everything that had happened over the last two hours: my journey outside the castle walls with Petris and Aurelia, our battle against the lycans and dark elves, and Petris and Aurelia remaining behind as I climbed up the cliff and found the dark elves’ hideout.

      Valasia stared at me in shock the entire time.

      When I was finished, she said, “I’d heard that dark elves’ black magic was powerful, but… I had no idea… an entire valley shrouded with their enchantment… astounding…”

      “You need to get dressed,” I said. “We need to go lower the defenses so Petris can port him and Aurelia back inside the castle walls.”

      “Of course, of course…”

      I watched Valasia drop her sheet, exposing her naked body, and put on her clothes.

      It was the one pleasant part of the last twelve hours.

      As she was dressing she asked, “How in the gods’ name did you get the idea to go outside the walls in the first place?”

      “It was something the jester said.”

      “You talked to him?”

      I knew it had been quite a night when the revelatory visit from Fergus had been the least memorable part.

      “Yes – he’s suspected something for years, but he didn’t have any proof. By the way, he knew the time mage that Kerr mentioned!”

      “Really?”

      “Yes – it was thirty years ago, but he knew him.” I frowned. “He said his name was Korgov, and that he left with a group of rebel mages.”

      Valasia paused in her dressing.

      Her back was to me so I couldn’t see her face, but I noticed something was off.

      “He said the rebel mages were the first resisters against the Overlord, and that mages from the cities hunted them down and killed them. Do you know something about that?”

      Valasia started dressing again. “…not really. I’ve heard rumors.”

      Again, I had the same feeling as before when we were talking about Kovis Von.

      “Valasia – look at me.”

      “What?”

      “LOOK AT ME.”

      She turned and stared at me defiantly. “What?”

      “What do you know that you’re not telling me?”

      “There are… darker episodes in kingdoms’ histories, Rylan… things that they don’t talk about openly, that they prefer to pretend never happened. The rebel mages were one of them.”

      I stared at her. “Was Evernal one of them?”

      She winced. “…yes.”

      “What?! How could – ”

      “I’ll tell you more later, but I thought we had to go rescue your friends?”

      In the heat of these new revelations, I’d almost forgotten.

      I grumbled, then said, “Right… let’s go.”

      Just as she threw on her mage robes, a fist pounded against the other side of the door.

      “Mistress Valasia, open up!”

      We looked at each other in alarm.

      “Who is it?” she cried out.

      “The captain of the guard! The prince has summoned you to the throne room immediately!”

      Valasia and I exchanged frowns.

      “I have to help Petris and Aurelia,” I whispered as I pointed at the window.

      I was just about to use my powers when the wooden door literally exploded open and flaming splinters scattered across the room.

      Valasia screamed.

      I stopped time purely out of reflex.

      In the doorway stood three Masters, along with the captain of the guard and a dozen soldiers.

      I only recognized Burkell and Ipalia – but sparks slowly crept over the third Master’s hands, slowed down to a crawl by my powers.

      A lightning mage.

      With luck, none of them had seen me.

      I didn’t want to leave Valasia in this mess, but I had to help Petris and Aurelia.

      I stopped time and moved towards the window –

      And slammed into something hard.

      I stepped back in surprise and rubbed my smarting nose. Then I reached out my hands and immediately pressed against a barrier I could not see – smooth as glass, immovable as the mountain I had just climbed.

      A shield!

      Ipalia!

      She must have cast her spell before I’d stopped time!

      I pushed my hands out in all directions, but I was hindered everywhere I turned. It felt like I was trapped inside a giant, invisible egg – all smooth surfaces with no corners.

      And my powers over time didn’t affect Ipalia’s powers in the least.

      I was trapped.

      I finally gave up and started time again.

      Ipalia sneered at me. “I’m assuming you’ve already used your powers to try to get out, so you know it’s futile.”

      Suddenly I felt a sensation beneath my boots like someone sliding a sheet of metal beneath them. Seconds later I levitated into the air.

      The effect was disorienting, to say the least – not to mention it removed all hope I might have had of escape.

      Valasia started yelling. “I demand to know why you have entered my room by force in the middle of the night and why you are detaining my Apprentice!”

      “Come to the throne room and find out,” Burkell said.

      “Release Rylan at once!” Valasia demanded.

      Ipalia laughed without any humor. “So he can use his powers against us? I think not.”

      “I’m warning you – this is a breach of the diplomatic treaty between our kingdoms – ”

      “One of which doesn’t exist anymore,” Ipalia snapped.

      Valasia looked like she had been slapped. Then she narrowed her eyes. “You bitch – ”

      “You will both accompany us to the throne room,” Burkell interrupted with his rumbling voice, “or Ipalia will crush your Apprentice. Choose.”

      “Let’s not crush the Apprentice,” I said drily.

      Valasia glared at the two Masters hatefully, then gestured with her hand. “Lead the way.”
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      Ipalia levitated me through the halls of the castle as we made our way to the throne room.

      I might have been trapped inside her shield, but I still did my utmost to escape with the only tools I had left: my words.

      If Burkell, Ipalia, and the Lightning Master were all traitors, none of my efforts would mean a thing – but I was hoping the captain of the guard and his men were still on the side of the crown.

      “I’ve been outside the castle walls, and the orc army is an illusion!” I yelled.

      The soldiers all looked at me in shock.

      “Lies,” Burkell growled.

      Of course he would say that, especially if he were on the Overlord’s side.

      So I directed my comments at the soldiers.

      “It’s true! There are three dark elf witches in the basement of the castle – I left them tied up! They cast the illusion! I can take you to them!”

      The soldiers looked at each other uneasily.

      “Ignore him,” Burkell commanded them. “He’s trying to trick you to save his own skin.”

      I directed my next comments to the Grand Master himself. “Petris and Aurelia are still out there on the mountain – we ran into lycans and dark elves – you have to open up the portal defenses so they can get back inside!”

      Burkell scowled at me. “You’re lying.”

      “I’m not! Petris rearranged the crystals – ”

      “Then why is he trapped on the outside?” Burkell challenged me.

      “Someone put them back! You have a traitor working with the Overlord – the dark elves even said a mage told them I was coming!”

      Burkell looked enraged. “You despicable, lying – ”

      “You may not give a damn about Petris, but if the city’s richest man finds out you left his daughter to get slaughtered by lycans – ”

      “Mistress Ipalia, can you shut him up?” Burkell snarled.

      “Gladly,” she said with a smile.

      Suddenly my entire world was turned upside down.

      The shield cage around me must have turned 180 degrees, because I was suddenly lying sideways – and then I slammed down onto my head.

      “OW! Damn you!” I yelled as I tried to use my hands to brace myself against the roof-turned-floor of the shield around me.

      “If you hurt him – ” Valasia warned.

      “You’ll what? Cast a pretty picture around me?” Ipalia asked mockingly.

      Valasia balled her hands into fists. She looked like she was about to punch the Shield Master in the face.

      “We’re here,” Burkell snapped. “Mistress Ipalia, right him.”

      Suddenly the invisible prison rotated again, and I slid back down onto my feet.

      The captain of the guard moved to open the throne room door –

      “You may leave us now, captain,” Burkell said.

      The captain stared at him. “…sir?”

      “We have it from here. Stand watch outside the door.”

      “But sir – ”

      “I COMMAND it as Grand Master of the Council,” Burkell snarled.

      “…yes, sir…” the captain muttered as he stepped back.

      Then Burkell opened the throne room doors himself –

      And I saw something I was not expecting at all.

      The king, queen, and jester lay sprawled across the dais in puddles of blood, their bedclothes soaked red.

      Valasia gasped and covered her mouth in horror. I just stared in shock.

      The king and queen’s throats had been cut ear to ear. Oxiris still wore his crown, which was flecked with blood.

      The jester had been even more ill-treated than the king and queen. His eyes were cut out, and it looked like he might have been castrated as well. I could see a ragged, bloody patch between his legs.

      Fortik stood in front of the dais, hunched over, his back to us.

      On either side of him stood the rest of the Council of Mages, their faces twisted with grief and horror. Mistress Ura was crying silently. Master Kerr looked anguished.

      “Your highness,” Burkell said as he walked into the room. Ipalia shut the doors behind us.

      Fortik turned around, his eyes wild with rage and grief.

      “Good job, Grand Master,” he said, his words dripping with venom. “I see you’ve brought the murderer and his whore.”

      Wait –

      “What?!” I cried out.

      The prince walked towards me slowly, an angry smile on his face. “All that talk of Dark Alliance assassins when you arrived, and yet we had one in our midst the entire time…”

      I remembered what the jester had said about Fortik:

      He wants his father’s crown above all else. I fear he might do something rash to get it.

      The three dead bodies on the dais definitely confirmed that – if indeed it had been Fortik who killed them.

      If he had, then this was all a set-up – so I appealed to the room at large. “I am NOT with the Dark Alliance, and I did not kill your king and queen!”

      “Maybe just Fergus, then,” Fortik sneered. He looked over at Valasia, who had gone pale. “And you – what is your part in all this?”

      “She is his mentor,” Burkell said. “If he did something, obviously she was in on it as well.”

      Kerr stepped forward in alarm. “Your highness – Mistress Valasia could have had nothing to do with – ”

      “Step BACK, Master Kerr,” Burkell growled.

      Kerr looked anguished… but like a coward, he knew his place, and he stepped back in line.

      As far as knowing one’s place, though, I never had.

      “She didn’t do anything because neither of us had anything to do with their murder!” I shouted.

      “Or maybe,” Ipalia sneered, “your treacherous Portal Master Lammel did not sell you out to the Overlord so much as convert you to his cause.”

      I glared at her. “That’s a lie!”

      “You’ve done nothing but lie since you entered this kingdom,” Ipalia hissed.

      I could see this wasn’t going anywhere, so I turned back to the prince. “When were they killed?”

      “You should know,” he snarled.

      “I don’t, because I didn’t do it. When were they killed?”

      “Their dying screams were heard just thirty minutes ago,” Fortik said, his voice cracking with rage and grief. “The captain of the guard rushed in to find them like this.”

      Of course, the captain of the guard was conveniently on the other side of the throne room door, unable to provide any details to the contrary.

      “I was outside the walls of the castle for the last hour or more, and I can prove it!” I said.

      “Is that so?” Fortik asked sarcastically.

      “Yes, it is. I ported outside the city walls with two Apprentices named Petris and Aurelia. By the way, the orc army you think is camped outside your gates? It’s all an illusion cast by dark elf witches.”

      Fortik frowned in confusion. “What?!”

      “Ignore him, your highness,” Burkell said. “His words are the raving of a madman.”

      “They are NOT, and I can prove it! The witches are in a room that was obviously some sort of escape route should invaders break into the city. There was a giant rope, long enough to reach down the cliff, and I tied the witches up with it.”

      Fortik scowled. “I know of no such room.”

      “I’ll take you there! I can show you!”

      “How did you find it?” Fortik demanded.

      “By climbing the cliff up to the castle. There was a dark elf standing guard, waiting for me.”

      The entire room of mages broke into derisive laughter.

      “That’s impossible – no one can scale that cliff,” Fortik said.

      “Obviously they can, because I did.”

      “Why? You said you portaled out of the city – why climb to get back in?”

      “We altered the portal defenses so we could get out, but someone rearranged the crystals while we were out there so we couldn’t return.”

      “An offense worthy of execution, I might add,” Burkell said to Fortik. “If he actually did rearrange the crystals, he opened all of Ivernwood up to attack from the Dark Alliance.”

      “If there’s actually an orc army camped out on your front doorstep, then why aren’t they here right now?” I snapped. “Where ARE they? Why didn’t their portal mages take advantage of the breach in your defenses?”

      “You yourself said that someone else righted your sabotage.”

      “So you’re admitting that I portaled out of the city walls, then?” I asked with a smile. “And that someone trapped me outside? Because if that happened, then there’s no way I could have killed the king and queen, is there?”

      Burkell flushed. He’d realized I’d trapped him with his own logic.

      He turned to the prince. “Obviously he’s lying, your majesty – ”

      “I’M NOT!” I yelled. “Go out there! Petris and Aurelia are still in danger! They’ll tell you! And you’ll find half a dozen dead lycans and dark elves out there with their throats and bellies slit open! And there’s a seventh dark elf I threw off the lookout – he’s probably all over the cliff face. If I’m with the Dark Alliance, why would I do that?”

      Fortik looked back and forth from me to Burkell.

      “Well? Did he portal out or not?” the prince snapped.

      “No, your highness,” Burkell replied. “As I said, these are the ravings of a diseased mind.”

      “‘Diseased mind’? You’re the ones overlooking commonsense!” I shouted. “Why are the king and queen in the throne room?! Who possibly could have summoned them here in the middle of the night, out of their warm beds? Who would they have listened to? ME? An Apprentice?” I asked rhetorically, then paused. “…or a Grand Master?”

      Burkell turned towards me in shock, which quickly changed to rage. “You vicious little – ”

      “Or another Master – like your beast mage, who called back the raven we sent to Evernal and broke its neck before throwing it off his tower!”

      All the mages looked around at Zarkow, who looked absolutely astonished.

      “What?!” he cried out. “I did no such thing!”

      He was a good actor, I would give him that. Earnest. Believable.

      Mistress Ura stepped forward, her expression one of anguish. “Please, your highness – I urge temperance and restraint…”

      “You believe him?!” Fortik asked in shock.

      “You don’t have to believe me – I have proof to back up every single thing I’ve said!” I yelled.

      “Let me read Master Zarkow’s mind… perhaps I can tell you the truth,” Ura pleaded.

      Fortik gestured. “Go right ahead.”

      Ura turned to Zarkow. “Master, if you will…?”

      “Of course – I have nothing to hide,” the beast mage said angrily, his words directed at me.

      Ura walked haltingly over to him and held out her hand. Zarkow placed his bare forehead against her palm.

      After a few seconds, Ura spoke. She sounded troubled. “It’s… quite odd…”

      “What is?” Fortik demanded.

      “There is nothing like what Rylan has claimed, but… there is a blank space in his memory… a blur of colors and sounds… which suggest that his memories have been altered.”

      A gasp went up amongst the mages.

      “By the Overlord?!” Fortik asked in horror.

      “NO!” Zarkow cried out, almost pleading. “No, I would never – I didn’t, I swear upon my life I didn’t, your majesty!”

      “I am not saying it was the Overlord, your highness,” Ura said to the prince. “The effect could have been achieved with drugs, perhaps… or black magic…”

      “Like the witches that are still tied up in the bottom of the castle?!” I shouted.

      “There is one way to find out the indisputable truth,” Ura said.

      “And what’s that?” Fortik asked impatiently.

      Ura turned towards me. “If the Apprentice will allow me to read his mind.”

      Everyone in the room turned their eyes toward me.

      I looked around like a rabbit cornered by wolves.

      “Sounds good to me,” Fortik said. “What will it be, Apprentice?”

      “No,” I said.

      “As clear an admission of guilt as he could utter,” Burkell snapped.

      “He’s not saying he did it – ” Valasia snapped.

      “Quiet,” Ipalia snarled.

      “There’s no need for her to read my mind – go look at the damn room in the bottom of the castle!” I yelled at the top of my lungs. “Go save Petris and Aurelia! Go find the lycans I killed down on the mountainside!”

      Ura stepped forward, her face mournful. “Rylan – why will you not trust me?”

      “Because I don’t trust any of you,” I said coldly.

      “There’s no way to know what happened, then,” she said sadly.

      “Go find the bodies.”

      “What if you planted them there? What if it’s all an elaborate alibi to cover your tracks?”

      I grimaced. What she was saying was nonsense – but nonsense seemed to be ruling the day here.

      “Well, short of turning back time, time mage,” Fortik snapped, “I hereby find you guilty of the regicide of King Oxiris – ”

      His words burned inside my brain.

      Short of turning back time –

      “Wait!” I said breathlessly. “I can.”

      “Can what?”

      “Can turn back time. I can see who really killed your parents.”

      Fortis’s face went blank with surprise.

      The entire roomful of mages grumbled and muttered all at once.

      “How?!” Ipalia snapped.

      “I can actually see backwards through time,” I said. “It’s a power I’ve only recently discovered – ”

      “It’s a TRICK, your highness!” Burkell snarled.

      “No, it’s not. I can do it.”

      “What… and can you show the rest of us?” Fortik asked.

      Dammit.

      My power was to see back into the past – but it was probably a private vision. I didn’t know for sure, but it made no sense that I could turn back time for everyone.

      “…probably not,” I conceded.

      “Then you could just as easily lie about it as tell the truth,” Burkell snarled.

      Then something occurred to me.

      “…but I might be able to show Mistress Ura if she reads my mind while I do it,” I said.

      The room grew hushed.

      “Your majesty, this is all a ploy – ” Burkell said.

      Fortik raised his hand and silenced the Grand Master.

      “No… no, I want to see if he can actually do it. Mistress Ura, can you indeed read his mind while he does whatever it is he is proposing?”

      “I believe so, your majesty…”

      “Then by all means – proceed.”

      “I need to be let out of this damn shield first,” I said.

      Actually, I had no idea whether I needed to be outside the shield for my powers to work – but if I wanted to have a chance at escape, I most definitely did.

      Ipalia laughed. “And there is his true motive.”

      “What?” Fortik asked.

      “As long as he’s trapped in my shield, he is no threat to any of us. But if I let him out – you might as well clasp an adder to your neck, my lord, and hope it does not bite you.”

      Fortik looked at me long and hard. Then he motioned to one of the mages.

      “Master Lutram… get behind Mistress Valasia.”

      The lightning mage who had blown open her bedroom door went over and stood behind Valasia.

      “Everyone else… direct your powers upon the Apprentice. Kill him if he so much as tries to escape.”

      The mages looked at each other in surprise –

      “DO IT!” Fortik shouted.

      All the mages except Ura raised their hands – even Burkell and Ipalia.

      “Do I have your word, Rylan, that you will not try to escape if I free you?” Fortik asked.

      “Your majesty – ” Ipalia protested.

      Fortik cut her off with a glare, then turned back to me. “Do I have your WORD?”

      I nodded. “Yes, your majesty.”

      “And you will submit to Mistress Ura’s powers, so that she can see whatever you plan to show us?”

      I nodded. “Yes.”

      “Because if you try anything, not only you, but your pretty Mistress there will die.”

      I glared at him. “I understand.”

      Fortik stared at me for a few more seconds… then said, “Release him, Mistress Ipalia.”

      “Your majesty – ”

      “I said release him.”

      “If you even think that he could have killed your parents – ”

      “I SAID – ”

      “He could kill you in the blink of an eye!” she shouted.

      Fortik glared at her, then stared at me. “That is a risk I am willing to take.”

      Ipalia looked at Burkell… who nodded.

      Suddenly the shield around me lowered to the ground, and I felt my feet touch the stone floor.

      I put out one hand – and felt nothing barring my way.

      I was free.

      But I wasn’t out of the woods yet.

      I had no idea whether this would actually work – if I could summon my new power under pressure, and whether Ura would even be able to see it along with me.

      But my life was on the line.

      It had to work.

      Ura walked over to me.

      “Wait,” I said.

      Every Ivernwood mage in the room tensed, ready to strike.

      “Oh, you want to renegotiate now?” Fortik said sarcastically.

      “No – I want everyone in this room to abide by whatever Mistress Ura says,” I replied. “What she says will be accepted as the truth.”

      Fortik stared at me for a long moment, then nodded. “So be it.”

      “And the Masters, too.”

      Fortik looked around at them. “Well?”

      “Agreed,” Burkell said.

      “Yes,” Ipalia muttered.

      One by one, the others assented.

      “Alright… let’s do it,” I said to Ura.

      The elf walked over and put her hand on my forehead.

      It was something of a distraction.

      “Can, uh, we hold hands instead?” I asked.

      She smiled in spite of herself, lowered her hand, and slipped it into mine.

      I tried to relax… which was nearly impossible, seeing as how much danger I was in.

      Again, my utter exhaustion came to my aid.

      As I stood there, I began to feel drowsy… my mind wandered…

      And then suddenly the king, queen, and jester were standing there before me.

      No one else in the room reacted – but Ura gasped.

      “You see them?” I whispered.

      “Yes,” she murmured.

      It was working!

      The king, queen, and jester were phantoms. I could see the thrones behind them as the king paced on the dais, angrily saying something to the queen. The jester sat at the foot of the king’s throne.

      Suddenly they all turned towards me –

      No, not towards me. Towards someone else I could not see.

      I turned –

      And Fortik strode past me.

      Not the actual Fortik, the one in the room with me – but another phantom. He was wearing a different outfit from what he wore now.

      I stared in shock as the ghostly prince walked quickly towards the dais.

      The king began to shout. I could not hear his words, but he was obviously angry.

      And then Fortik walked up the steps… pulled out a knife… and slashed his father’s throat.

      “Oh!” Ura cried out.

      The old man looked shocked. His eyes bugged out – and then, as a waterfall of blood began to spout from his throat, he grabbed his neck and fell to his knees.

      Over on her throne, the queen screamed silently.

      Fortik lunged towards her.

      The jester, a look of horror on his face, leapt up and tried to grab the knife – an act of bravery so great that it made my eyes well up with tears –

      Fortik stabbed him in the face.

      Then, as the jester fell writhing and screaming to the ground, Fortik slashed his mother’s throat.

      Then he turned, a look of vicious sadism on his face.

      He fell to his knees… straddled the jester… and began to viciously mutilate him.

      In the end, he stood up, covered with blood, and quickly walked out of the room.

      I stopped the phantom images and stared at the real prince.

      “YOU did it,” I murmured.

      There were several gasps from the mages.

      The prince just stared at me with no reaction whatsoever, but he said softly, “You damned liar…”

      “He killed them all,” I announced to the room.

      “Mistress Ura?” Burkell asked, his voice anguished.

      I stared at the prince as I awaited her response.

      Fortik just stared back at me emotionlessly.

      Why had he let me do it?

      Did he think I had been lying about my powers?

      Even then, I couldn’t understand why he had risked it.

      He must have thought I was bluffing, and had tried to out-bluff me.

      Either that –

      …or he had an ace up his sleeve.

      “Apprentice Rylan,” Ura said sadly, “is lying. HE killed them all.”
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      I whipped my head around in horror. “WHAT?!”

      Ura staggered away from me and pointed at me.

      “MURDERER!” she screamed. “REGICIDE!”

      “NO!” Valasia shrieked.

      I looked back at Fortik –

      And saw the barest of smiles on his lips.

      Fool, he seemed to be saying.

      Suddenly I was back inside an invisible cage. I could feel it crushing in on me from all sides.

      “NO!” I shouted. “She’s lying! She’s working for the Overlord – Fortik, too! They’re both lying! He killed them!”

      “Listen to him!” Valasia screamed as the lightning mage grabbed her arms and held her back. “Rylan fought the Overlord’s forces at Evernal – why would he conspire with him now?!”

      I looked over at Ura, who stared off in another direction. Even though she was blind, she would not face me.

      “Tell them the TRUTH!” I yelled at her.

      “QUIET!” Burkell roared. “By your own words you are condemned! You said that what Mistress Ura pronounced would be binding! Well, she has spoken – and the penalty is DEATH!”

      “Wait,” Fortik said calmly.

      The entire room looked over at him in shock.

      “…my lord?” Burkell asked, astounded.

      “Don’t kill him,” Fortik said. “I want him alive.”

      “Why, my lord?”

      “For my own… private pleasures,” Fortik said with a vicious smile. “Mistress Ipalia, take him and the enchantress bitch to the dungeon. Do not remove your shields from him.”

      I had no idea what was going on.

      On the one hand, it seemed as though Fortik planned to torture me to death –

      On the other hand, Burkell wanted me dead now.

      Talk about being caught between a rock and a hard place.

      Burkell looked bewildered. “My prince, he killed your parents!”

      “I am well aware of that, Grand Master,” Fortik snapped.

      “He is a dangerous assassin! He cannot be allowed to live!”

      “And he will not be. He will die, I assure you. Painfully.”

      “He is too dangerous to allow to step outside this room! The longer he stays alive, the greater the chance that he escapes!”

      “He will not escape,” Fortik said confidently. “Mistress Ipalia, take him and Valasia to the dungeon.”

      “My lord, I must protest!” Burkell snapped.

      “Protest noted. Mistress Ipalia – ”

      Burkell stood up straight and said with all the gravity of his rank, “As the Grand Master of the Council of Mages of Ivernwood, I assert my rights over the punishments of mages found guilty of any offense, capital or otherwise, within the bounds of the realm. Rylan of Evernal is to be executed immediately for the crime of regicide.”

      Fortik gave Burkell a look of utter contempt. “And as your monarch, I overrule your decision. Mistress Ipalia – ”

      “With all due respect, your highness, your father is dead, but you have not been crowned monarch in his stead,” Burkell snapped. “As prince, you do not have the authority to overrule me.”

      Fortik looked at the Grand Master in astonishment. Then cold hatred replaced his surprise.

      Fortik walked over to his father’s dead body and yanked the golden crown off his father’s forehead.

      The golden circlet was wet with blood – blood that Fortik himself had shed.

      Then he placed it on his own brow.

      “As the only child of King Oxiris and heir to the throne of Ivernwood, I AM THE KING, GRAND MASTER,” Fortik bellowed. “NOW STEP ASIDE.”

      “I will not,” Burkell snarled. “The rituals of coronation have not been followed. Your rule is illegitimate.”

      Fortik stared at him coldly… and then said in a calm voice, “As your one and true king, I hereby strip the title of Master from you and relieve you of all duties and privileges thereof. Mistress Ipalia, you are now Grand Mistress Ipalia. Seize the former Grand Master and place him in the dungeon alongside our little time mage and enchantress.”

      “With pleasure, my king,” Ipalia said with a smile.

      Suddenly Burkell levitated off the ground. He wore a shocked look as he pounded against his invisible prison.

      Now it all made sense.

      This was a coup…

      And at least three people in the room were in on it.

      Fortik… Ipalia…

      And Ura.

      “I am now king of Ivernwood,” Fortik announced to the Masters. “Anyone who does not support my reign – much like your former Grand Master – please step forward and announce yourself, so that arrangements can be made.”

      The mages all looked at each other in alarm – but no one moved.

      Kerr shamefacedly stared at the floor. He would not look at Valasia or me.

      “Good,” Fortik purred. “Then I shall assume I have your undivided loyalty. Master Zarkow, you will prepare messages for every kingdom in the land proclaiming my ascension to the – ”

      Suddenly the rear door behind the thrones burst open –

      And a dozen orcs swarmed into the room, chests adorned with necklaces of human skulls.

      They roared at the top of their lungs as they raced at us – swords, battle hammers, and maces raised high in the air to bash in our heads.

      I stared in disbelief.

      How can this be happening?!

      I was not the only one taken by surprise.

      Fortik stumbled backwards and screamed, “IMPOSSIBLE!”

      The terrified Masters let loose a barrage of magic.

      Lightning crackled –

      Fireballs flamed –

      Frost bolts exploded.

      A few orcs fell, but the others surged forward, bloodlust in their eyes.

      Valasia, now ignored by the lightning mage, ran across the room and punched Ipalia in the face as hard as she could.

      The new Grand Mistress screamed in pain. Blood sprayed out of her nose and she crumpled to her knees.

      Suddenly the shield around me disappeared, and I dropped down onto my feet.

      So did Burkell. He looked just as stunned as I did.

      Valasia turned, grabbed my arm, and shouted, “RUN!”

      Suddenly I understood.

      The orcs weren’t real.

      They were one of Valasia’s spells.

      But since no one had believed me that the orc army was fake, everyone thought the invaders were real – and the Masters were reacting accordingly by trying to fight them off.

      Well… some of the people in the room knew better.

      Fortik, for one, who had shouted Impossible! and looked bewildered rather than panicked.

      And Ura, who was ignoring the orcs and pointing at us, screaming, “THE MURDERERS ARE GETTING AWAY!”

      But by then we were already leaving.

      Valasia flung the throne room doors open and screamed at the startled soldiers, “THE ORCS ARE INSIDE!”

      They drew their swords and raced past us.

      “Nicely done,” I whispered as we ran through the castle.

      Valasia grinned. “Thank you.”

      I looked behind us. “Should I stop time?”

      “No, save your powers in case we need them.”

      “But they’ll see us – ”

      “We’re invisible!”

      I laughed. Maybe we actually had a shot of pulling this off.
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      As Valasia and I ran out into the castle courtyard in the early morning light, I pointed across town at the tower on the far wall, over a thousand feet away. Dozens of buildings and alleyways lay between us and it.

      “We have to get to the Portal Master’s tower so Petris can get back in!” I said. “Maybe he can get us out of here!”

      “Then let’s – ”

      Suddenly the world went mad.

      Everything in front of us bent upwards into the sky. The cobblestone street, the buildings – everything curled upwards into the air.

      I almost came to a halt out of shock, but Valasia urged me on.

      “It’s their Enchanting Master!” she said. “They can’t see us because of my spell, but they’re trying to disorient us! Ignore it!”

      I clenched my teeth and continued to run.

      The pull of gravity did not change, though my eyes told me I was running up a curved wall into the sky.

      And then, as I sprinted down the open street, my left shoulder slammed into something invisible that sent me spinning.

      “OW!” I yelled as I tumbled to the ground.

      Valasia stopped and looked down at me. “Are you alright?!”

      “I hit something!”

      “A shield?”

      “I don’t know – it felt rough, though, not smooth.”

      Valasia stuck out her hand and her fingers immediately jabbed against a barrier.

      “A wall – the Enchanter has disguised air as stone, and stone as air!”

      “Like you did when we hid from the dark elves?”

      “Exactly. We have to go slower and feel our way, or we risk knocking ourselves out.”

      Far behind us, I heard a feminine voice scream, “OVER THERE!”

      I looked over at the sound as I stumbled to my feet.

      Burkell and Ipalia had rushed out into the courtyard with Ura, who was pointing directly at us. They were hundreds of feet away – and appeared to be below us rather than behind us, because of the illusion of the curved street.

      “Are we still invisible?!” I asked Valasia.

      “Yes – she must be sensing our minds.”

      Suddenly Burkell thrust out his hands, and grey circles spun around his wrists.

      The street beneath our feet cracked and the cobblestones fell away.

      Valasia screamed as she began to fall –

      I stopped time.

      The stones froze in space like half-submerged rocks in a river – except instead of water surrounding the stones, there was only air.

      Far beneath the falling rocks was filthy water and darkness. Burkell must have caused the street to collapse into the sewers.

      I jumped from one frozen rock to the next – which was incredibly disorienting, because it still looked like I was suspended a hundred feet in the air on a curved street – and grabbed Valasia.

      My ability to bring others into my time bubble must have been improving, because she immediately started screaming again.

      “ – AAAHhhh – ”

      She trailed off when she realized nothing was moving around us, not even the rocks we stood on.

      She looked at me in surprise. “Did you – ”

      “Yes – let’s go!” I yelled as I pulled her along with my hand clamped around her wrist.

      If I let go of her, she would slip back into regular time – and so I didn’t let go, no matter what.

      We leapt from rock to rock like we were climbing a very strange set of stairs, then continued down a side alley where the illusion did not exist.

      Suddenly everything went right side up, and we were no longer at the top of a street curving up into the sky.

      Once we were away from the collapsing cobblestones, I released time to conserve my powers.

      Unfortunately, that was when fire began to rain down.

      Burning chunks the size of pebbles pelted all around us. I felt one sear the skin of my neck, hot and painful as a wasp’s sting.

      “AAAH!” I screamed, and stopped time so I could slap it away with the hand not holding Valasia’s.

      “A Fire Master!” Valasia said, looking all around at the burning pebbles falling in slow motion.

      “How the hell can he see us?!” I demanded as I struck one of the chunks out of her curls, where it had begun to smoke and give off the stench of burned hair. “I thought we were invisible!”

      “We are – that’s why he’s carpeting the entire street, because he can’t see us!”

      “But how did he get here so fast?!”

      “I don’t know! Pull your cloak over your head and let’s run!”

      We threw our robes up over our heads and bunched them around our hands to guard our bare skin. Then we ran through the slowly falling flames like we were pushing through the strangest beaded curtain imaginable.

      As we passed by an alley, I happened to look over – and saw the Fire Master peeking around the corner. He was still as a statue, of course.

      “Hold on,” I said, and let go of Valasia’s hand.

      She immediately froze.

      I rushed over and punched the Fire Master in his jaw.

      His expression didn’t react, but his head bent to the side at an odd angle.

      Then I started time again.

      The Fire Mage collapsed unconscious on the ground.

      The burning hail ceased. What was already still midair hit the cobblestones and glowed like scattered embers.

      “Let’s go!” I yelled at Valasia, and we started down the street again.

      Suddenly a sparking ring of fire appeared a hundred feet ahead of us. In the center stood Glavos along with a Water Master and Wind Master.

      I skidded to a halt, as did Valasia.

      Suddenly Glavos disappeared in another ring of fire, leaving behind the other two.

      “How the hell can he port inside the city?!” I whispered frantically.

      “Portal Masters set up the system so their powers work, even with the defenses up,” Valasia said in a normal voice.

      I looked at her in alarm. “Shhh!”

      “They can’t hear us or see us – my enchantment, remember?” Valasia said.

      Suddenly a gust of air swept down the alleyway.

      “There!” the Wind Master shouted, pointing right at us. “I can feel them!”

      “Oh,” Valasia grunted.

      The Water Master’s wrists spun with aquamarine light, and water suddenly appeared out of thin air, blasting at us like a waterfall.

      I froze time, grabbed Valasia, and pulled her flat against the buildings, out of the cascade’s path.

      “We’re never going to get to the tower if we keep going like this!” I seethed. “Get on my back and I’ll carry you to the roof!”

      “What?!”

      “I did it all the time with Shala – hurry!”

      “No – I’ll draw them off. You climb up there on your own, you’ll go faster without me.”

      “But – ”

      “GO!” she yelled, and ripped her hand out of mine –

      Except she froze as soon as she did it.

      I grinned.

      I grabbed her wrist and kept up with her as she ran parallel with the horizontal, unmoving waterfall.

      “What are you doing?!” she cried out.

      “You can’t run anywhere without me holding on to you!”

      “They won’t see me because of my illusion anyway!”

      We were nearing the two Masters. “You know, I could knock them out – ”

      “Do you have twenty seconds to spare?!”

      Damn.

      I hadn’t been keeping track.

      I had used my powers to jump across Burkell’s stones… to get through the fire hail… to punch the Fire Master… and I was using them now –

      I probably had forty seconds left at most.

      “Go – I’ll handle this!” she yelled.

      She ripped her hand out of my grip, at which point she froze again.

      I grimaced, impressed by her bravery, and began climbing up the nearest building.

      I climbed from the ground to the second-story balcony, leapt from it to a third-story balcony, and from there climbed again to the roof.

      All told, it took me thirty seconds.

      Only ten seconds left in my arsenal, give or take.

      I looked down in the street.

      From here, the Water Master’s attack looked almost like a giant sheet of ice, the churning water was so white in the air.

      I started time again, and the water blasted uselessly through the street.

      Suddenly, Valasia and I – an illusion of me, anyway – appeared right next to the Masters.

      “Look!” the Wind Master screamed and pointed.

      The two Masters turned as Valasia and I ran past them –

      And then suddenly the two figures became four.

      Valasia and the fake me suddenly doubled in number.

      Then it happened again.

      And again.

      Two became four, which became eight, then sixteen –

      Within seconds, over a dozen figures were running down different side alleys.

      “WHICH ONE IS REAL?!” the Water Master howled.

      “I DON’T KNOW, I’M TRYING TO FIGURE IT OUT!” the Air Master yelled back.

      I grinned and turned to run along the roof –

      Just as a monster swooped down.

      I saw its shadow at the last instant, stopped time, and rolled out of the way.

      I started time again immediately; I couldn’t waste a second.

      As I did, a griffin swooped past me, its talons digging furrows in the roof.

      I stared in shock.

      A griffin?!

      Then I saw its glowing, purple eyes.

      Zarkow the Beast Master.

      The griffin skidded to a halt on the roof, its gigantic wings beating the air. Then it turned its massive eagle’s head towards me and screeched.

      Shit!

      I ran left across the rooftop –

      But it launched into the air after me, skimming just feet above the tile slates.

      Suddenly a wyvern dove out of the sky and SLAMMED down on the roof ahead of me, its eyes glowing purple as well.

      DAMN IT!

      I stopped time – I had no choice.

      Good thing I did, because the griffin was mere feet behind me, its talons outstretched to spear my back.

      If I stayed out here, exposed, I was monster bait.

      If I went back down into the streets, the Masters would get me.

      I only had one choice:

      Go through the buildings.

      I went to the edge of the roof and looked down.

      A window with a balcony was right below me.

      I jumped down onto it, flung open the door-like windows, and started time again.

      The two female Apprentices inside the room shrieked bloody murder.

      I seemed to have accidentally landed in the student dormitories.

      “What in the gods’ name?!” one woman screamed.

      “Wait – you’re the time mage!” the other realized.

      “Sorry, ladies,” I said as I hustled past them.

      “Was that you on the roof?!” one asked –

      And then a giant claw suddenly BASHED through the ceiling, scattering bricks everywhere.

      The woman screamed again as the wyvern stuck its head through the hole.

      A second later I was out the door and racing down the hallway.

      Doors flung open all around me and Apprentices looked out.

      “What’s going on?!”

      “What the hell was that racket?!”

      “The orc army isn’t real!” I yelled as I ran past them. “Prince Fortik killed the king! Ipalia, Ura, and Burkell are traitors to the Overlord!”

      More shouts rang out behind me.

      “What?!”

      “Are you mad?!”

      Then the griffin bashed through the ceiling like a war hammer through a sheet of ice.

      I stopped time just long enough to avoid its razor-sharp beak and the falling debris, then hustled over to the stairwell.

      I had to get out of this damn building and stop using my powers – the two beasts were whittling away at my resources!

      Although maybe that was Zarkow’s whole intent.

      As I flew down the steps, I released my hold on time and heard screams of panic behind me.

      Suddenly there was the sound of a cave-in.

      I glanced over my shoulder.

      The griffin had completely ripped through the ceiling and was coming after me.

      Apprentices yelled as fireballs and frost bolts struck the animal in the side.

      It ignored the attacks and trundled as fast as it could after me.

      I doubled my speed down the steps and came out on the first floor –

      Just in time to see the wyvern land outside the front doors of the foyer.

      DAMMIT!

      I headed down a hallway as the wyvern SMASHED through the wooden doors and came stumbling after me.

      With its wingspan constricted by the narrow hallways, its ability to maneuver was greatly hindered – thank the gods.

      Suddenly I realized something:

      Both animals were trapped inside the building until they could get out.

      That gave me an idea.

      The next Apprentice who opened his door, I rushed past him into his room.

      “HEY! What the – ” he yelled.

      He didn’t pay me much mind, though, when he saw the wyvern lumbering around the corner.

      I opened the room’s sole window and jumped out into the street.

      Then I stopped time, raced across the alley, entered the next building, and slammed the door shut behind me.

      I started time again as I ran up the stairs.

      Once I reached the third floor, I ran down the hallway and opened the first unlocked door I could find.

      A mother, father, and two small children were just sitting down for breakfast.

      The woman screamed, the man stood up, and the two children just watched in confusion as I raced past.

      “Sorry!” I yelled over my shoulder.

      I went out their window to the balcony, climbed up onto the roof, and looked over at the building I’d come from.

      There were two gigantic holes in the roof where the griffin and wyvern had punched through.

      Hopefully they would be stuck inside for a while.

      I turned around and ran –

      And my heart immediately sank as a raven flew overhead.

      The damn Beast Master knew where I was again!

      Still, I could probably cover a good distance across the rooftops before the wyvern and griffin caught up with me.

      Suddenly the raven dove at me.

      It wasn’t exactly a griffin or wyvern attack, although pecking out my eyes might just accomplish what its monstrous flying cousins could not: stopping me in my tracks.

      I steeled myself, knowing I only had a limited number of seconds to freeze the bird and deal with it –

      When the raven transformed midair.

      A lithe, black-clad woman landed on the roof in front of me.

      “NEELEE!” I screamed in joy.

      She looked at me like I was insane. “Uh – ”

      I almost bowled her over as I took her in my arms and swung her around in my exuberance. “YOU’RE NOT DEAD!”

      “No, of course not,” she said, confused. “Why would you think that?”

      I set her down and frowned. “Evernal was destroyed!”

      Her already large eyes widened. “What?! When?!”

      “Almost two days ago!”

      Now she looked completely bewildered. “What?! No it’s not!”

      Now it was my turn to be shocked. “But – we got a raven saying it was!”

      She shook her head. “That’s impossible – I left there at midnight with Shala and the others!”

      My heart nearly burst at her words.

      “SHALA’S ALIVE?!” I cried out as tears sprang to my eyes.

      “Yes, of course – she portaled me and your friends across Evernal!” Neelee said, then glanced over her shoulder. “Why is there a griffin and a wyvern loose?”

      I didn’t answer.

      I just kissed her hard, the most joyous kiss of my entire life.

      When I pulled away, she looked surprised but happy.

      “I didn’t expect that.” Then she grew serious. “Rylan, the orc army – ”

      “It isn’t real, I know!”

      Her eyebrows shot up. “How did you know that?!”

      “No time! Where’s Shala?!”

      “They’re fifteen miles out, at the edge of the portal defenses. She can’t come any farther.”

      “Good, let’s go, I have to shut them down for Petris anyway!”

      “Petris?!”

      “No time – fly ahead of me to the Portal Master’s tower, get in, and destroy his defenses!”

      “…really?” she asked, shocked.

      “Yes! Pull out all the crystals! GO!”

      She nodded, transformed, and flew up into the sky.

      As soon as she did, things got much worse.

      The griffin and wyvern both broke out of the building and flew up onto the roof behind me.

      At the same time, two different sets of claws scrambled up over the opposite side of the roof.

      One pair looked like a lion’s, and the other’s looked like a lizard’s.

      And a giant bat with a wingspan of twenty feet swooped down from the sky.

      A manticore crawled up onto the roof from my left, beating its wings and curling its scorpion’s tail.

      A hydra appeared to my right, its seven snake-like necks rearing high in the air.

      All of the creatures’ eyes glowed purple.

      I had never seen either a manticore or a hydra before, but I knew what they were from stories.

      I also knew something else: I was surrounded.

      The bat landed clumsily, and Zarkow slipped off a saddle lashed to its back. His wrists glowed purple with spinning discs of light.

      “Yield, Rylan, or your death will be very unpleasant indeed.”

      “You traitor,” I hissed.

      Zarkow scowled. “Are you still on about the raven?! I would never hurt one of my creatures – ”

      “I saw you!” I yelled. “You called it back, took the message Valasia sent, and snapped its neck!”

      “You’re mad – I never did any such thing! Mistress Ura confirmed it!”

      “She’s a traitor, too! What’s the Overlord giving you?”

      I was stalling for time, trying to build back up my power reserves.

      But Zarkow must have known it, because he threw a pair of iron manacles at my feet.

      “Put them on within the next three seconds, or you die,” he ordered.

      I looked around me.

      The manticore growled, and its foot-long stinger quivered in the air.

      All seven heads of the hydra hissed.

      I leaned down to pick up the manacles, praying I had enough power left to escape –

      And then suddenly a raven darted down from the sky.

      Neelee!

      Zarkow looked up at it, puzzled.

      He lifted one of his hands and the wheel of light around it changed patterns –

      But nothing happened to the raven, except that it flew right at Zarkow’s face and pecked at his eyes.

      “AAAAAAAAH!” he screamed, and began swatting at the bird as it fluttered in his face. “STOP IT, STOP IT!”

      Suddenly there was another roar off to my side.

      I glanced at the manticore.

      Its eyes were no longer glowing purple.

      Nor the hydra’s…

      Nor the bat’s…

      Nor the wyvern’s or griffin’s.

      Uh oh…

      The monsters saw me and tensed.

      I froze time as the manticore sprang.

      I raced over, plucked the frozen raven from Zarkow’s face, and carried it with me as I leapt from one building to the next.

      Suddenly the bird was flapping and cawing under my arm.

      “AAAAH! Stop!” I yelled as I started time and cast the raven into the air.

      Neelee transformed and landed on the roof. She looked totally confused. “What just happ– ”

      Roars from different creatures filled the air behind us.

      We both looked back to see the manticore, the wyvern, the griffin, and the hydra in a four-way battle. The bat had wisely taken flight – though it was without its master, who flailed around blindly on the roof.

      “Thanks,” I said.

      “You’re welcome.”

      “Now go destroy some crystals!”

      She nodded, transformed, and took flight.

      I ran across the rooftops. Glavos’ tower was only a few hundred feet away.

      I jumped from building to building, leaping across the fifteen-foot-wide alleyways and crashing onto the opposite roofs.

      As I got to the building just under Glavos’ tower, a crystal came hurtling out of the open window and CRASHED on the roof beside me.

      “That’s it, Neelee!” I cried out joyfully as I picked up the crystal and threw it three stories to the cobblestones below, where it shattered into pieces. “Do them all!”

      More crystals of all shapes and sizes followed, which I pitched off into the street. Some I even hurled over the side of the castle walls, knowing they would fall hundreds of feet to the mountain slopes below.

      Suddenly I heard the sound of sparks behind me.

      “YOU FOOL!” Glavos screamed.

      I turned to look at him on the roof next to me, his face wild with rage and panic – and his wrists shining with wheels of yellow light.

      I immediately slowed time.

      As I did so, I glanced up in the air.

      I was anticipating a portal appearing over my head and dropping down to swallow me whole. Lammel had done it during the Battle of Evernal and had nearly sent me to the Overlord.

      What I didn’t consider was that Glavos might just open a portal beneath my feet instead.

      Suddenly I was plunging downwards in slow motion.

      I looked down in a panic to see a ring of fire slowly expanding out from my feet.

      Through the ring, I saw a cobblestone street about twenty feet below me.

      I was immediately relieved that it wasn’t the dark court of the Overlord –

      But, at the same time, I was absolutely powerless to stop my descent.

      The ring had expanded so far, so quickly – swallowing up the entire roof around me – that there was nothing for me to push off against to alter my fall.

      And so I dropped, emerging out of the ring of fire into the courtyard just outside the castle.

      The twenty-foot drop was obviously meant to cripple me, not kill me.

      I didn’t care to be crippled, though, so I used my spell to drop slowly to the ground.

      I sped up time just a little so that I didn’t waste all my power –

      And then it ran out anyway.

      Time came roaring back just as my feet touched the ground.

      My legs buckled underneath me and I collapsed, but I scrambled hurriedly to my feet, unharmed.

      “STOP!” a rumbling voice roared out.

      I looked up to see Burkell twenty feet away from me.

      Ipalia stood next to him, her nose crusted with blood from where Valasia had punched her.

      A majority of the mages stood around them – all except Ura, Glavos, and Zarkow.

      I could still hear the monsters roaring in the distance. Apparently the Beast Master hadn’t gotten them under control yet.

      Kerr stood off to the side, looking miserable.

      Fortik was also there in his blood-flecked crown.

      A company of soldiers surrounded him, their swords drawn.

      Not only that, but there were dozens of Ivernwood Apprentices in the courtyard behind me. They must have come here after the griffin and wyvern ransacked their dormitory.

      And on the ground, kneeling in front of Ipalia, was Valasia.

      The Grand Mistress gripped Valasia’s hair in her fist and yanked back sadistically on her head. Then she gave me a sneering smile.

      “You’re trapped inside my shield, time mage. But if you try anything, your little Enchantress will die.”
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      I reached out with a sinking heart and immediately confirmed Ipalia’s words: there was an invisible barrier all around me.

      Even if there hadn’t been, my powers were depleted. I was helpless.

      And even if I had been at full power, what then? I could have stopped time and freed Valasia, yes – but running away would have just started the whole cycle over again. Unless I went around slitting Masters’ throats with abandon while time was stopped, I doubted we could escape.

      And I had no desire to kill the Apprentices or the soldiers. None of them had chosen to get mixed up in this foul business.

      It appeared that Valasia and I were done for.

      Suddenly a sparking portal appeared to my right. Glavos appeared and violently threw Neelee to the ground.

      “She destroyed the portal defenses!” Glavos yelled, then pointed at me. “They BOTH did! We are now open to attack from the Dark Alliance!”

      The Apprentices all cried out in horror –

      And I saw my chance.

      “There’s no Dark Alliance army camped outside your gates!” I yelled. “I told you, the orcs are an illusion!”

      “Your Enchantress did a very clever job of trying to prove that back in the throne room,” Fortik said smugly, “but the army is real.”

      “No it’s not,” Neelee said.

      Every single eye in the courtyard turned to her.

      “What did you say?” Fortik asked in both shock and anger, as though he couldn’t believe a commoner – much less a girl – had interrupted him.

      Neelee looked a bit abashed, but she continued. “I flew over the valley fifteen minutes ago. There’s no army down there.”

      “LIAR!” Fortik screamed at her.

      “Why were you out there, Apprentice, that you could have seen them?” Burkell asked.

      Neelee looked over at him. “I had just returned from Evernal, Grand Master – ”

      “He is no longer the Grand Master!” Fortik snarled.

      All the Apprentices gasped again.

      I forgot that Burkell’s demotion had occurred only twenty minutes before, and that the Apprentices had obviously not been made aware of it yet.

      Fortik ignored the noises of outrage and shock and continued yelling at Neelee. “And you PROVE yourself to be a liar and a fool by your words! Evernal is destroyed, overrun by the Overlord’s armies!”

      “It wasn’t as of last night,” Neelee said, undeterred.

      Fortik lost his patience. “KILL her!” he snapped at the nearest soldier.

      “NO!” I yelled.

      “Why kill her but not him?” Burkell demanded as he pointed at me.

      The prince wheeled around angrily. “Because, FORMER Grand Master, I told you I want him ALIVE.”

      That’s when I spoke up.

      “He wants me alive so he can give me to the Overlord. Isn’t that right, Fortik?”

      More gasps from the Apprentices.

      The prince bared his teeth at me. “YOU work for the Overlord! YOU want to convince us there are no orcs, so we will drop our guard! YOU destroyed the portal defenses – ”

      “Then why aren’t they HERE?!” I yelled. “If there’s a Dark Alliance army outside your gates, why haven’t their portal mages invaded the city by now?! You heard Glavos – Neelee and I destroyed your defenses! SO WHERE IS THE DARK ALLIANCE?!”

      My words had an immediate effect.

      The Apprentices cried out, as expected –

      But most of the Masters looked uneasy, as well. They glanced around as though they were expecting the Overlord himself to jump out from the shadows… and yet there was obviously nothing there.

      Kerr, gods bless him, was the first to speak up. “Yes, where are the orcs? They should have overrun the city by now! Master Glavos, are the defenses truly down?”

      Glavos winced. “Yes… we are completely unprotected…”

      Fortik wheeled around and screamed in his face. “THEN GO FIX IT, YOU FOOL, BEFORE THEY CAN KILL US ALL!”

      Glavos cowered and portaled away.

      Fortik turned back to me. “I hope your treachery has not enabled the orcs to invade our – ”

      Suddenly a fiery ring erupted ten feet to my right.

      With Glavos having just disappeared, and Fortik talking about an orc invasion, absolutely everyone assumed the worst.

      All the Ivernwood Masters and Apprentices dropped into an aggressive stance –

      Then the portal opened and Petris and Aurelia stumbled out.

      They saw me first before they noticed everyone else.

      “RYLAN!” Petris cried out happily.

      “YOU DID IT!” Aurelia shouted –

      …and then they both looked around at the ten mages and ninety Apprentices who had been on the verge of incinerating, drowning, crushing, and freezing them to death.

      “…um… what’s going on?” Aurelia asked.

      “Where did you come from?!” Ipalia demanded.

      Petris pointed behind him. “We were outside the castle walls – oh, by the way, great news! The orc army is an illusion! There are a few lycans and dark elves out there, but no orcs!”

      The Apprentices looked at each other in shock again. So did many of the Masters.

      “LIES!” Fortik raged, spittle flying out of his mouth.

      “Really?” I spoke out. “When you saw the orcs in the throne room, you were the only one who yelled out ‘Impossible!’”

      Aurelia’s eyes widened. “There are orcs in the throne room?!”

      “It was Valasia’s enchantment,” I said. “Fortik said ‘Impossible’ because he knows there are no orcs camped outside the city wall.”

      “I said ‘impossible’ because they could not have breached the gates!” Fortik screamed.

      “He killed the king and queen!” I shouted.

      The Apprentices actually screamed in shock and grief.

      “LIAR! YOU DID!” Fortik screamed.

      “And he met with a dark elf – I saw him in my vision!”

      I knew saying that was a gamble, but I decided to take it.

      If I was wrong and could be disproved, it would severely damage my credibility.

      On the other hand, I didn’t see the true culprit stepping forward to contradict me.

      “I did NOT!” Fortik bellowed. He wheeled around, searching the crowd. “Where is Mistress Ura?! She will read my mind and prove I am telling the truth!”

      “She is in her tower,” Ipalia said.

      “Why?!”

      “She said she needed calm…”

      Fortik pointed at a tower next to Glavos’, clear across the town –

      The same tower I’d taken Ura after she and Ipalia had found me in the corridor.

      “Bring her here, NOW!” Fortik bellowed.

      “Why?” I yelled. “She’ll only lie again, like when she said you didn’t kill the king!”

      “I DIDN’T!”

      “Yes you did! She saw it in my vision, just like I saw you meet with the dark elf!”

      “I didn’t MEET with any dark elf!” Fortik screamed, froth flying from his lips. “I don’t even KNOW where this supposed secret chamber of yours IS!”

      I paused before I spoke my next words.

      “I never said that you met him outside the secret chamber… your ‘majesty,’” I said coldly. “Although that is, in fact, where you met him.”

      Fortik stared at me in shock.

      The Masters all looked at him, then at each other.

      The jig was up.

      “I – I just assumed…” Fortik said, trailing off.

      He looked around at the other Masters.

      All but Ipalia stared at him in horror.

      “It was Ura’s idea!” he shouted at them. “It was her suggestion – SHE was the one who arranged it, not me!”

      So…

      …Ura was the key.

      When Fortik saw no sympathy in anyone’s eyes, he reverted to form: rage and tyranny.

      “CAPTURE HIM!” Fortik screamed at the Masters as he pointed at me.

      “NO!” Burkell yelled. “I am now convinced the time mage is telling the truth – and that the prince is the murderer!”

      Chaos ensued.

      The Apprentices all cried out.

      Almost all of the Masters looked conflicted –

      And then suddenly something slammed me to the ground, cracking my head against the cobblestones.

      When I fell, though, the weight didn’t let up. In fact, it increased.

      I thought a guard might have tackled me, or maybe one of Zarkow’s beasts –

      But the source of the weight was invisible.

      A shield.

      “What are you DOING?” Burkell yelled at Ipalia.

      “Following our new king’s order,” she announced imperiously.

      Suddenly the cobblestones beneath Ipalia’s feet reached up like a gigantic hand and pinned her in its grasp.

      She cried out as the stone fingers paused on either side of her head, a second away from crushing her skull.

      In her panic, Ipalia released her grasp on Valasia’s hair, and Valasia sank down onto all fours.

      “I reassert my status as Grand Master of Ivernwood – ” Burkell yelled.

      And then a sword ran him through from behind.

      Burkell’s eyes opened wide in shock.

      He stared down at the bloody blade piercing his belly…

      And then he toppled forward onto the ground.

      Behind him, Fortik sneered with contempt as he pulled out the sword. “I told you… you’ve been demoted.”

      The rocks crumbled from around Ipalia, and she staggered back onto her feet.

      The Apprentices screamed. Some wept.

      The Master Healer raced forward to Burkell –

      But the man slammed into an invisible wall, much like the one still pinning me to the ground.

      Ipalia looked at the healer coldly. “NO. Let the traitor die.”

      And that was when all hell broke loose.
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      The Apprentices began to surge forward, screaming in protest.

      Ipalia cast another shield, apparently, because the Apprentices all slammed up against an invisible barrier.

      Then she began to shout at them. “The next person who speaks out against my will as the new Grand Mistress will spend thirty days in the dungeon. Am I – ”

      She was interrupted by the sound of a portal appearing.

      I looked over as the fiery ring expanded.

      I think the Masters all assumed that Glavos was returning. None of them were convinced about the orcs anymore.

      At any rate, they tensed up, but they weren’t as on edge as they had been before.

      Then the portal opened up, and six strangers stepped out.

      Well… not strangers to me.

      Shala.

      Jacosta.

      Pela.

      Joot.

      Aran Val…

      …and Elara.

      I nearly burst into tears of joy to see them.

      They, on the other hand, seemed absolutely astonished at the scene that awaited them.

      A king in a crown with a bloody sword…

      A Master bleeding to death with no one helping him…

      Valasia on her hands and knees…

      An angry mob of students behind a shield…

      Eight Masters looked scared and conflicted…

      Eighty armored soldiers…

      And me lying on my back on the ground.

      My friends looked at me in shock. It was only Elara who grasped the precariousness of the situation.

      She stepped forward and said in a commanding voice, “Hail Ivernwood, I am Elara of Evernal, daughter of King Havas, third in line to the throne – ”

      “IMPOSTERS!” Fortik screamed.

      “KILL THEM!” Ipalia roared.

      My friends all dropped into defensive stances.

      Perhaps in reaction, every single Ivernwood Master dropped back into defensive postures, too – but they did not attack.

      Except Ipalia, who threw yet another shield.

      An invisible force bowled through my friends, knocking down Shala, Elara, and Pela.

      But Ipalia didn’t get all of them.

      Aran Val dove to the side and rolled across the ground, then blasted out three small fireballs at once.

      The Ivernwood Water Master threw up a defensive wall that quenched the blasts – but she did not fire back, I noticed.

      Joot threw three glass vials that exploded at the Masters’ feet.

      Thick clouds of yellow gas suddenly roiled through the air, and the Masters began coughing and crying out in pain as they rubbed their eyes.

      None of it affected Ipalia, who threw up a protective shield around herself.

      But then Jacosta drew back her bow, turned her arrow into a crackling rod of light, and let loose.

      The arrow hit Ipalia’s shield and exploded.

      The Grand Mistress screamed in agony, and suddenly all her barriers failed.

      The one protecting her…

      The ones holding back the Ivernwood Apprentices…

      And the one pinning me.

      I leapt up from the ground. “SHALA – ”

      Ipalia looked over at me like she was possessed by a demon and thrust out her hand –

      But Kerr slammed her in the back with a frost bolt.

      Ipalia hit the ground, her body encased in ice.

      I glanced at the Frost Master and nodded gratefully.

      He nodded back, then quickly stooped to help Valasia to her feet.

      “NEELEE,” I yelled, “GET OUT OF HERE!”

      Neelee – who had spent all this time silent and on her knees – leapt into the air and transformed into a raven.

      I raced across the courtyard to my friends.

      Unfortunately, with Kerr’s change of sides and the confusion from Joot’s smoke bombs, the Ivernwood Masters devolved into a free-for-all.

      They began firing – not just at each other, but at my friends, as well.

      Fortunately for me, my friends had recovered.

      Elara hit back with frost bolts.

      Shala summoned portals that swallowed up the Master’s fire and water attacks.

      Aran Val laid down another barrage of fireballs.

      Jacosta fired at the cobblestones, blowing up the ground beneath several Masters’ feet.

      And Joot threw vial after vial into the Masters’ midst, choking them with clouds of blue, green, and red.

      Even Aurelia joined in, slamming one of the Ivernwood Masters backwards with a blast of water.

      “KILL THE INVADERS!” Ipalia screamed at her students.

      The Ivernwood Apprentices looked around in shock, not knowing who to trust.

      Petris, bless his soul, shouted at them, “Rylan is telling the truth! There are no orcs – this is a plot – trust no one – ”

      At which point Ipalia slammed him to the ground with a shield.

      That didn’t sit well with the Apprentices.

      They rushed forward as one, targeting Ipalia and the other Masters with magic of every kind. Only Kerr and Valasia were spared.

      To avoid getting hit, I slowed down time and ran across the battlefield – through fireballs, water blasts, hurled rocks, frost spears, and lightning bolts.

      I reached Shala and grabbed her arm, and she immediately entered my world of slow time.

      When she saw that no one else was moving, she looked at me in terror. “Rylan, what – ?”

      I stopped her question with a passionate kiss, which she immediately returned.

      Then I pulled back. I wanted to thank each of my friends and lovers for risking their lives for me –

      But there was no time. Not even for a time mage.

      I pointed to Ura’s tower across the city. “Can you get me to that tower now?”

      “Yes, but what – ”

      “Just please, let’s GO!”

      Without another word of protest, she cast a portal around us.

      One second we were in the courtyard, a circle of sparking fire sweeping over us –

      And the next we were at the base of Ura’s tower.

      “Thank you,” I said gratefully. I kissed her again, then turned and opened the door.

      “Rylan, what in the world is going on?!” Shala cried out.

      “The prince and the Shield Master are evil. DO NOT TRUST THEM. Go get Valasia and the others and retreat if need be! I’ll see you soon!”

      And then I left her looking confused and alarmed as I bolted into the tower.

      I raced up the stairs as fast as I could until I reached the top.

      The door wasn’t locked, so I opened it.

      Ura was sitting behind a table across from the door, as though she had been waiting for me.

      A goblet stood at her right hand. Shadows enveloped the rest of the room behind her, just like the previous night.

      “Hello, Rylan,” she said in a calm voice.

      “All this time, it was you, wasn’t it?”

      “Yes,” she said with a smile. “It was me.”

      “Did you really suggest it all to Fortik?”

      “I did.” She chuckled. “Although, I must say, he jumped at the idea.”

      “Who else was in on it? Burkell?”

      “Oh, no. Our Grand Master – or should I say, former Grand Master – was incorruptible. That’s why he was so intent on killing you in the throne room: because he truly believed you were guilty of capital crimes. But now he’s about to die.” Ura stopped and smiled. “In fact, there he goes…”

      Her complete lack of remorse sent a shiver down my spine.

      “Fortik and Ipalia wanted me captured,” I said.

      “Yes. They were both in on it, obviously.”

      “So anyone who tried to kill me was not involved in your plan?” I asked, dumbfounded.

      “Yes.”

      “Then Zarkow – ”

      Ura shook her head. “No.”

      “But he tried to get me to surrender.”

      She shrugged. “He has a weakness for all creatures, including humans.”

      “But he killed his own raven!”

      “No, what I said before was true: there is a blank spot in his memory. He has no recollection of doing it.”

      “Then how – ”

      “Because I took over his mind and did it through him.”

      I stared at her in horror. “…how…?”

      “Well, like you, I am a good deal more capable than I let on,” she said with a small laugh. “Once someone has opened their minds to me, I can more or less take control of them at will.”

      “Who else did you control?”

      “Well… let’s see.” She took a sip of her wine and looked up into the air as though counting. “I took control of Glavos and had him put the crystals back after you, Petris, and Aurelia ported out… oh, and it was I who let the lycans and dark elves know you were coming, by the way.”

      “You were the mage they mentioned,” I whispered.

      “Yes.”

      “I thought it was – ”

      “A male? Certainly not the poor, feeble, blind, helpless female elf, eh?” she asked with real delight. “Even Fergus – someone else who was far more capable than outer appearances would suggest – didn’t realize. He should have known from personal experience not to underestimate those who are different.”

      “He knew Fortik was in on it,” I snapped, feeling protective of the jester.

      “Actually, he suspected Fortik was in on it. The confirmation only came when Fortik slit his throat,” she said with a smile.

      I glared at her. “Did you have anything to do with the dark elves in the castle?”

      “Did I have anything to do with them?” she repeated with a laugh. “My dear boy, it was I who suggested putting them there in the first place. The enchantment, the fiction of the orcs at the door, the fall of Evernal and Heindell – all mine.”

      “Why did you say the cities were destroyed?”

      “To keep you here without interference. Otherwise you might have left.”

      “Then it was you who set the assassins on us, too, when we entered Ivernwood.”

      “It was.”

      “Why did you try so hard to kill me, only to have Fortik and Ipalia keep me alive?”

      “Kill you?” she asked in amusement. “I never sought to kill you.”

      “The lycans outside the walls – ”

      “Were trying to capture you.”

      I suddenly remembered what both the lycan and dark elf had tried to say with their final breaths.

      FOOL – YOU MUST LISTEN TO WHAT WE –

      We did not come here to –

      To what?

      …to kill you.

      I shook my head in desperation, unwilling to believe Ura. “When we first arrived in Ivernwood, the assassins stabbed Valasia – ”

      “Yes – Valasia. Not you.”

      “But they threw a knife at me in the alleyway!”

      “Did they see you when they threw it?”

      “No… they only heard my voice…”

      “Then it was a mistake. I would have had them severely punished for that… except they ended up dying anyway.” She smiled flippantly. “No use in punishing them now.”

      “Why didn’t you try to kill me? Why all this – this pageantry and bloodshed?” I asked angrily.

      “Because, Rylan… I wanted you to meet someone.”

      And at that, a gigantic figure stepped out of the shadows.

      I knew him immediately from having seen him on a throne made of iron and bones.

      His green, scaly skin –

      His glowing red eyes –

      His eight-foot-tall frame clad in black, his vest adorned with gold embroidery.

      The Overlord.

      “Hello, Rylan,” he said in a deep, rumbling voice as he took his place beside Ura.
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      I immediately tried to cast a time spell.

      Green circles of light spun around my wrists –

      But nothing happened.

      “You can stop that, Rylan,” Ura said calmly. “It won’t work.”

      I ignored her and tried again –

      Ura tipped her head to the side as though to show me the she could still move. “He means you no harm, Rylan.”

      I turned to run out the door –

      But as soon as I did, I found myself looking right back at Ura and the Overlord.

      No matter how many times I turned around, I always wound up looking directly at them.

      Something seemed disturbingly familiar about it, too…

      “Is this some enchantment of yours?” I hissed at the Overlord.

      “No, this is all Mistress Ura’s doing.”

      I stared at her – and then I figured out what was so familiar.

      The first night I’d spent in Ivernwood. Every time I had turned around in my dream, I had seen someone new – first Jerris, then Merrick, then Lammel –

      “My dreams,” I whispered, horrified. “You were inside my dreams.”

      “Yes,” Ura said with a smile, then changed her expression to indicate a change of heart. “Well, to a degree. I kept trying and trying to get inside that head of yours, but I could only venture into the very edges of your consciousness. You wouldn’t even drink the tea that I had prepared especially to let me inside your mind. You’re quite stubborn, do you know that?” she asked in a teasing voice.

      “I’ve been told,” I said coldly, then turned back to the Overlord. “You’re an idiot for coming here – once Ipalia and Fortik are dealt with, the other Masters will join together and kill you.”

      “Yes… which is why I am not here.”

      “…what?” I asked incredulously.

      “Not physically.”

      “Then how – ”

      “This is all happening inside your head, Rylan,” Ura explained. “Well… inside yours and mine, working in tandem. I am the conduit between you and the Overlord.”

      “If you couldn’t get inside my mind, then how are you doing this?”

      “When you allowed me to see your vision of the past, where Fortik killed the king and queen, you inadvertently gave me the tiniest foothold… just enough to bring the two of you together.”

      I stared at them defiantly. “Why?!”

      “Because my earlier overtures to you were not well-presented by my emissary.”

      “Your – you mean Kovis Von?”

      “Exactly.”

      I laughed scornfully. “If you wanted him to persuade me to join you, trying to burn down Rivermeet and kill all my friends in Evernal was a poor way of doing it.”

      The Overlord sighed. “Yes… I agree.”

      I stared at him, bewildered.

      “I chose Kovis because of his ties to Evernal. He assured me he would have the best chance at subduing the city with minimal casualties.”

      “‘Minimal casualties’?! He tried to KILL me!”

      “Yes, and I apologize for that. Kovis was always a zealot – too single-minded for his own good. I once told him that if you did not join me, you would have to be neutralized. Neutralized – not killed. But I meant it as a last resort, and only after many attempts to persuade you. Kovis interpreted my words far too liberally, and he enacted them FAR too quickly. I never told him to threaten you with death. I ABSOLUTELY never told him to try to kill you. On the other hand, we all figured that Lammel would be able to deliver you without any issues. I was far too trusting in the old man’s abilities, it seems. Or perhaps I merely underestimated yours.”

      “Why did you try to burn down Rivermeet, then?” I snapped.

      “Kovis attacked Rivermeet because we knew you would try to save your village. The intent was to exhaust your powers. We were afraid you would do exactly what you ended up doing: using your powers to kill nearly everyone I sent. Of course, I did not foresee that Merrick would arrive to aid you – but then, I never had Arjen’s powers of the Sight.”

      I stared at him. “How do you know their names?”

      The Overlord chuckled – a deep rumbling. “I’ve met them both. Didn’t they tell you?”

      It was like someone had poured ice water into my veins.

      “No… that’s not true… that can’t be true…”

      “Oh, but it is. Here – let me show you.”

      In one gesture, both he and Ura reached out to me – like they were double images of one another.

      A light glowed at the end of Ura’s outstretched hand –

      Suddenly I was no longer in her tower.

      I was back in Evernal.
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      I was standing in a place I knew well: the area outside the Grand Master’s tower.

      I felt absolutely bewildered.

      How did I get here?

      What was going on?

      I tried to move – and found out I had absolutely no control over my actions.

      Instead, I just looked around the grounds, taking in the scene, a complete bystander in my own body.

      A servant suddenly emerged from inside the door at the base of the tower.

      “He will see you now,” the man informed me snootily.

      I followed him inside and up the steps.

      As I walked, I noticed something: my body felt much larger than I was accustomed to.

      I looked down at my feet and saw my boots were at least half again as big as I was accustomed to seeing.

      And I was wearing a long black robe, something I had never worn before in my life. My robes as an Apprentice were more of a cloak, open at the front. This was completely different.

      We reached the top of the tower, and the servant opened the door for me.

      As I stepped inside, I looked to my right.

      There was a mirror there, and I saw my reflection.

      I was bundled up from head to toe, with only a slit for my eyes.

      But I was gigantic in height – eight feet, surely –

      And my eyes glowed red.

      The Overlord!

      This is one of his memories!

      A voice spoke up to my left – a voice I recognized immediately.

      “Ah… I have foreseen this moment for quite some time.”

      I looked over to see Grand Master Arjen lounging on a chair, smoking a pipe.

      He was much younger, though. His hair and beard were brown, with only a few streaks of grey. His face was far less wrinkled, as well.

      I stood in front of him and bowed slightly.

      “Grand Master Arjen, it is an honor,” I said, my voice rumbling in my chest.

      “The honor is mine. I have never met a Saurid before… would you mind…?” he asked, gesturing with one hand to his own face.

      I removed my headdress.

      Arjen studied me like a potions mage might a new plant. “Why do you cover your face?”

      “Humans have been enemies to my people in the past. Not all humans… but many. I figured I would run into at least one or two people on my journeys who might see me and decide they prefer me as a trophy on their wall, rather than upright and walking around. So I decided to be cautious.”

      “Yes… I cannot fault you for that. There are precious few of your kind left, are there not?”

      “A few in the far north, where humans have no kingdoms. Otherwise, we are nearly extinct.”

      “I see… by the way, what is your name? The servant only referred to you as ‘the visitor.’”

      “Was it ‘the visitor,’ or ‘the Saurid’?”

      Arjen smiled. “The second, I fear.”

      “My name is Abn Saud.”

      “Abn Saud… welcome. Please sit,” Arjen said, gesturing to a chair opposite him.

      I sat down, though I perched on the edge of my seat in my nervousness.

      “And you have come to see me because…?”

      “You are known to be a great seer, Grand Master. I am sure I do not have to tell you the reason for my visit.”

      Arjen nodded. “The prophecies of your people.”

      “Yes.”

      “Contained within the holy books of your religion.”

      “Yes.”

      “This threat that is foretold – it is not of this world, is it?”

      “No, it is not.”

      “Nor are your people, from what I understand.”

      “The stories are that we are from another time and place, yes. That the threat to our people was not believed, and that only a few survived because a prophet and sorcerer brought them here before the cataclysm completely destroyed our world. That is why, unlike the elves or humans, that there are so few variations in our appearance. We have been on Voth a far shorter time than you. Or so the myth goes.”

      “But you believe the myth.”

      “I do.”

      “And you believe this… thing… is coming to Voth.”

      “I do.”

      “And that is why you are journeying to the kingdoms of men, to make common cause with them, despite the Saurids’ and humans’ unfortunate history.”

      “That is correct.”

      “And how have you been received by the human kingdoms?”

      “Poorly.”

      Arjen chuckled. “I can imagine. Humankind is a suspicious and fractious lot, I am afraid.”

      “They are also not given to believing things which they have no proof to lay eyes on.”

      “And that is also why you are here, are you not.”

      “I am.” I could hear the hesitancy in my own voice. “Could you… could you see whether the prophecy is correct?”

      “Let us be clear,” Arjen said as he took another puff on his pipe. “You ask not to convince yourself, but because it would be helpful to tell other Grand Masters and kings that Arjen of Evernal agrees with you.”

      “That is true.”

      “But what if I look and I cannot see what your holy books have prophesied? Perhaps not because it will not happen, but because of the limits of my powers?”

      “Then you cannot see it, and I am no worse off than I was before. But if there is a chance you can see it, I would like to know.”

      “Very well.”

      Arjen closed his eyes and furrowed his brow. He stayed that way for a long while, smoke from his pipe drifting around his face.

      When he finally opened his eyes, Arjen looked almost apologetic. “I cannot. But that does not mean anything necessarily. The future is like a river, always moving… the further one gets from the present, the wider the river becomes, until it grows in size to a lake… then a sea… then the ocean itself. I can only see so far. Past the horizon I can see nothing at all.”

      That was the Arjen I was familiar with – the one who used odd analogies to describe my powers as a time mage.

      “Is that because it will not come true?”

      “No. Perhaps I am looking at the wrong spot on the horizon. Or that my Sight is not keen enough. Or that whatever your prophesies refer to, it occurs after my death. And beyond that, it is impossible for me to see at all.”

      “You have foreseen your own death?”

      “Only a glimpse. There is a boy… a young man, really… standing over me,” Arjen said, his eyes staring out into the distance. “The sleeves of his robe are green…”

      I realized with shock that he was talking about me.

      “A time mage.”

      “Yes…” Arjen said sadly.

      “They are rare amongst your people, are they not?”

      “Very rare indeed.”

      “And yet one is present at your death.”

      Arjen turned to me. “…yes.”

      My voice became searching. “My intuition tells me that something about this moment bothers you… other than just the normal human distaste for death.”

      “‘Distaste’… heh… yes… I have heard that in the Saurid culture, death is a cause for celebration.”

      “Not precisely. We see it as a transition – nothing more, and nothing to be feared.”

      “Hm… yes, well, we humans have not quite made it to that point.”

      “You have evaded the question, though, Grand Master. What is it that you saw that makes you so uncomfortable?”

      Arjen looked at me searchingly for a long while. Then he said, “It seems, Abn Saud, that you are somehow to blame for my death.”

      “Me?!” I could hear the shock in my own voice. “How?!”

      “That I do not know. But I can feel the weight of your presence most powerfully in my death.”

      “I do not understand. I do not wish your death – I wish to save you, not destroy you!”

      “So you say.”

      Suddenly my voice became angry. “I came here in the hopes that you would help me protect Voth. Surely you can see THAT?”

      “I saw other things in your future, Abn Saud, and there were no humans among them. Well… there was one… a general of yours…” Arjen said sadly.

      Kovis Von… Arjen was talking about Kovis Von…

      “Wha– what did you see?!” I could hear the shock and bewilderment in my own voice as I said it.

      “You… at the head of an army of dark elves, orcs, goblins, and lycans.”

      I laughed in astonishment. “That’s madness! The races you speak of all hate each other, almost as much as they hate humans! They have been at each other’s throats for longer than recorded history!”

      “Nonetheless, that is what I saw.”

      Suddenly my voice changed. It was subtle… but it became smoother. Honeyed. Persuasive.

      “Grand Master, I beg of you… I fear this is a turning point, for reasons I do not fully understand. But I beseech your help. Your solemn duty is to aid Evernal in its time of need… and I am sure that time of need will come, whether it is in your lifespan or after. But more than that, you can help all of humanity… all of Elvenkind… the dwarves… yes, even the orcs, the goblins, the dark elves, the lycans. We are all living beings in this world, and our lives are intertwined. Surely you as a Seer know this more than most. Our existence is dependent on our ability to work together. Will you help me?”

      Arjen looked at me for a long moment. Then he said, “You are very persuasive, Abn Saud.”

      “I hope that comment is the precursor to a ‘yes.’”

      “It is said you have a power… what is it?”

      I did not answer for a long moment.

      “It is… that I am persuasive.”

      “Funny… I have heard that you can look into the hearts and minds of your fellow beings and discern exactly what they most want… exactly what they most fear… and exactly what they most want to hear.”

      “I would prefer to think of it that I can ascertain others’ aspirations.”

      “But it depends on the man what his aspirations are, does it not?”

      “…it does indeed.”

      “You would not have just used your power on me, would you, Abn Saud?” Arjen asked mildly.

      I did not answer for a long moment.

      “I only did so because the stakes were so high – ”

      “For Voth, or for your own ambitions?”

      “I care only for the safety of this world and all in it – ”

      “As long as you are the one who leads it, hm?”

      “I would gladly step aside and let others rule – ”

      “I think we both know that’s not exactly true, don’t we?”

      I said nothing – but I could feel my body trembling in anger.

      “You said you came here to persuade me to help you build a coalition to save Voth. That is not meant to be. Not after what I have seen of your future.”

      “If this is about my using my power on you, I beg your forgiveness – ”

      “I do not grant it, Abn Saud,” Arjen said coolly.

      “I only did it because the threat is so dire – ”

      “I do not doubt you believe that, but I cannot see this threat you prophesy. However, I can see the threat that you will become. To me… to all of humanity… and to Voth. All the things you purport to want to save. And for that reason, I will not help you. Good day.”

      “But – ”

      “Good day, sir.”

      I sat there, visibly shaking with anger – and then I stood and walked out of the room without another word.

      I could not believe what I had just seen and heard.

      Not only had Arjen foreseen his own death, and my presence at it…

      Not only had he known that Kovis Von would betray him…

      But he had met the Overlord before the Saurid became the feared ruler of the Dark Alliance.

      And it appeared that Arjen himself had set the Overlord down that path.

      Yet he had not ever mentioned this to me.

      Was it his private shame?

      Or had he died confident that he had done the right thing?

      I could not believe what had happened…

      And after all the deceptions – about the orc army, the fall of Evernal and Heindell – I did not want to believe it.

      But something in the memory spoke to me.

      It rang of truth.

      And that was what bothered me the most.

      But there was still more to come.
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      At the base of the tower, I took a moment to calm myself. Then I replaced my mask and cloak before stepping out into the sunshine.

      I walked along the grounds toward the castle.

      All along the grass were Apprentices in their robes. They watched me fearfully as I passed. I ignored them.

      Just as I was coming to the passageway that would take me to the forefront of the castle, a childish voice spoke up.

      “Why do your eyes glow red?”

      I looked over to see several young boys.

      The two in the back were about ten or so – one with brown hair, the other black. The one with brown hair held a rabbit in his arms, stroking it gently.

      The one in the front – the one who had apparently spoken – was around fourteen. His hair was black as well.

      They all looked strangely familiar… something about their eyes, the shapes of their faces…

      “They glow red because I am not human,” I said in a rumbling voice.

      The older boy cocked his head to the side. “What are you, then? An orc?”

      “No. I am a Saurid.”

      “A Saurid?! I thought those were a myth!”

      “No.”

      “Can I see your face?”

      I removed my mask.

      All three boys exclaimed in wonder.

      “You’re like a basilisk…” the brown-haired boy said in wonder.

      I chuckled. “I take it that is not a compliment.”

      “But it is,” the boy said, quite seriously. “I love basilisks. They’re quite beautiful. I’ve only seen one once, but it was… amazing.”

      “Then I guess I was wrong about it being a compliment. Thank you.”

      “Are you powerful?” the other young boy asked.

      “It depends on what you mean by ‘powerful.’”

      “We have powers,” the older boy in the front boasted. “We’re going to enter the Academy someday and train as mages.”

      “Is that so.”

      “MY power is invulnerability,” the boy said proudly. “Go on – hit me.”

      I felt a coldness in my soul that did not match the chuckle in my voice.

      Because I, Rylan, knew who the boy was… whereas Abn Saud did not.

      “I do not think that wise.”

      “No, seriously – you can hit me. It won’t hurt me in the slightest.”

      “I believe you. But if I hit a human child, believe me, the repercussions would be far worse for me than any damage I might do to you.”

      “Aw…” the boy grumbled.

      “And you two… you have powers as well?”

      “I can control animals,” the boy with the rabbit said.

      “A beast mage. So that was how you knew what a basilisk looks like.”

      The boy nodded. He was quite serious.

      “And you?” I asked the final boy.

      He held out his hand, and a tiny flame burst from his palm.

      Suddenly I knew who all of them were, and the shock nearly made me cry out.

      But Abn Saud’s voice was merely amused. “A fire mage. What are you names?”

      “I am Kovis Von,” the older boy said proudly.

      “I’m Ravik.”

      “I’m Merrick,” the boy with the rabbit said.

      I knew them all as men with beards and lines in their face… but as children, the physical resemblance was strong.

      Even two of their personalities were similar. Kovis was extremely confident… Merrick was serious and earnest…

      …though Ravik was happy and friendly, unlike his older self.

      “I am pleased to make your acquaintance. I am Abn Saud.”

      “What are you here for?” Kovis asked.

      “I came here to see your Grand Master.”

      “Are you to be a Master on the Council?” Kovis asked excitedly.

      “No… that will never be, I fear.”

      “Why did you come, then?”

      “Because a grave danger threatens Voth. And I came to ask for the Grand Master’s help.”

      “And he’ll help you?” Ravik asked hopefully.

      “No. He will not.”

      “Why not?!” Kovis asked indignantly.

      “He did not believe me.”

      “Why not?!”

      “You will have to ask him that yourself someday, when you enter the Academy as a mage.”

      “I will, I promise,” Kovis said angrily.

      “Is it because you’re a Saurid?” Ravik asked.

      I paused before I answered.

      “I cannot say for sure, but the thought DID cross my mind.”

      “What is the threat?” Merrick asked, frowning. “Is it a monster? Because maybe it’s just misunderstood.”

      I chuckled. “Is it your belief that monsters are often misunderstood?”

      Merrick nodded gravely. “Grownups are afraid of things they don’t understand.”

      “Truer word was never spoke, little one.”

      Suddenly another voice I recognized spoke out.

      “Here now, boys, what’s going on? Loitering about the – oh… excuse me…”

      I turned to see a man, small and thin. He had more hair and it was far browner than when I’d last seen him, but his features were the same.

      Lammel.

      “Are you… here to see someone?” Lammel asked me, his fear showing as he stared at my face and glowing eyes.

      “I have just finished. And I am leaving,” I said as I replaced my headwrap.

      “I see…”

      I turned back to the boys. “Would you like a gift?”

      “Yes!” Kovis cried out joyfully.

      “Yes,” Ravik said.

      Merrick just nodded.

      I pointed at each boy in turn.

      To Merrick: “You will always love animals, and in their company you will find solace.”

      To Ravik: “You know in your heart what is true, and as long as you follow it, you will be happy.”

      To Kovis Von: “You seek to do what is the best and highest good… and you would give up everything you hold dear to do so.”

      Merrick and Ravik frowned in confusion.

      Kovis just scoffed. “How is that a gift?!”

      “It is not often a man hears the deepest desire of his heart spoken aloud. Follow it well, little ones.”

      And then I turned my back on them and walked out of the castle.
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      I was standing back in Ura’s tower, back in my own body.

      The Overlord stood there staring at me with his glowing red eyes.

      Ura looked up above my head into nothingness.

      “That’s… how did you…” I whispered.

      “It was my memory, as I am sure you surmised. Mistress Ura allowed it to be transmitted from my mind to yours.”

      “How do I know it really happened?” I said angrily.

      “Do you truly doubt that it happened?” he asked in a calm voice.

      I stood there, not saying anything…

      Because, deep down, I believed that everything I had seen was true.

      “Is that when you recruited Kovis Von?”

      “That was when I first met him. And I did not recruit him… he came willingly to ME, years later.”

      “Ravik and Merrick didn’t.”

      “Merrick did not because, ultimately, he loves his animals more than anything else. But if you ever get the chance, ask Ravik why he didn’t go with Kovis. The answer should be illuminating.”

      I stared at him. “Are you saying Ravik’s angry because of something Kovis did?”

      “He is angry because he did not follow the advice I gave him.”

      “And everything would have been so much better if everyone had just listened to you,” I said bitterly.

      “You don’t mean that, but yes… it’s true.”

      “You expect me to believe that Arjen created you? That you were Abn Saud, savior of Voth, until he set you on the path to become the Overlord?”

      “No. I created myself, and I bear all responsibility for it. But Arjen was instrumental in setting me on that path, it’s true.”

      “What, creating an army of orcs and goblins and dark elves?”

      “I TRIED to create an army of men and elves. They rejected me. So I built what I needed with the materials available.”

      “To what – save the world from some monster?” I asked sarcastically.

      “Yes and no.”

      “What does that mean, ‘yes and no’?”

      “Yes, to save the world. No, that it is not a monster. You heard your own Master Merrick say it himself: monsters are merely misunderstood.” The Overlord’s voice betrayed a hint of amusement. “I myself have learned this lesson well over the years, as you humans have relentlessly made me the monster of your children’s nightmares. But the thing I fight is not a monster. It is something else entirely… and it will destroy all of Voth more utterly and completely than a million monsters ever could.”

      “What is it?”

      “Something not of this world.”

      I scoffed. “Convenient.”

      “I do not have the time to convince you of its existence, Rylan. I could not even convince Arjen.”

      “Despite using your powers on him,” I pointed out.

      “Unfortunately, I think using my powers was the final thing that turned him against me. It was a fatal error on my part.”

      “And what about me? Have you used them on me?”

      The Overlord gave an amused grunt. “No, I have not. I learned my lesson the first time.”

      “But you use your powers on people all the time – ”

      “Only on those who cannot, or will not, be persuaded otherwise. I am called many things by your fellow humans, Rylan. A trickster… a deceiver… an enslaver of minds. When the truth is far simpler: I merely peer into a man’s soul and tell him what I find.”

      “And that’s what you did with Ura?” I asked scathingly.

      “The help I gave, I gave freely,” she said in a calm, soothing tone.

      “Why?!”

      “Because he opened his mind to me… and I saw what he is trying to prevent,” she said, almost sadly. “I saw that he is truly trying to save us all.”

      “Uh huh… and did that work with Ipalia, too?” I sneered.

      “No. Ipalia is motived only by her resentment of those in authority over her. I had to promise her an incentive for her cooperation: becoming Grand Mistress, second only to Fortik. In time, she would have worked to remove him, as well.”

      “And Fortik – what did you find when you peered into his soul?”

      “A duplicity that rivaled almost any human’s I had ever seen… and a lust for power so all-consuming that he would gladly murder his own parents.”

      “And so you helped him do it,” I snarled.

      “He ultimately would have done it whether I intervened or not. The only way I could have stopped him was by killing him – and we both know what would have happened THEN. A non-human in your world who killed a prince? They would never have believed me about what I prevented. They would have only tortured me to death. No, I merely used Fortik’s murderous impulses to serve my immediate goal.”

      “Which is what? World domination?”

      “No. To have this conversation with YOU.”

      I stared at him, and my blood ran cold.

      Again, his words had the ring of truth.

      “My time with you is coming to an end, but before I go, I will give YOU a gift as well, just like I gave Merrick and Ravik and Kovis. TWO gifts, in fact, for I think you already possess one of them.”

      “What, the truest desire of my heart?” I said sarcastically.

      “Yes. Which is that you will do anything to save those you love… because those you loved most, gave everything they had to save YOU.”

      I immediately thought of my parents.

      Of my mother kneeling before me, tears in her eyes.

      I love you! We both love you, Rylan. Now run!

      Despite my efforts to keep my emotions in check, my heart rose into my throat, and my eyes misted up.

      I remembered Abn Saud’s words from the vision:

      It is not often a man hears the deepest desire of his heart spoken aloud.

      He was right.

      And it affected me more than I could have known.

      The Overlord spoke again.

      “But you knew this. You have always known this. So I will give you another gift: the answers to all of your questions. About your parents… about their deaths… and about why Arjen went one way, and I went another.”

      I stared at him with a mixture of defiance, anger… and hope. “Tell me, then!”

      “I cannot now… but you will find all the answers in the Forest of Thrombos.”

      “Why can’t you tell me now?!”

      “Because the battle outside is over, and your friends come to rescue you. If you travel to the Forest of Thrombos, though, all will be explained.”

      I laughed bitterly. “You think me that stupid?”

      “I don’t understand.”

      “Right – you just want to get me alone, to capture me – ”

      “I give you my word as the last of my people, and I swear upon the souls of my ancestors and the departed ones I have loved: neither I nor any of my forces will harass you, or anyone who goes with you, on your journey to Thrombos, nor in the time you spend within the forest. I will appear to you again after you have found the answers you seek, and then I will ask you what I asked Arjen for so long ago: your help. Nothing more.”

      I shook my head. “I don’t believe you.”

      “That I cannot change. Only YOU can.”

      Suddenly both the Overlord’s and Ura’s heads looked to the left, as though they heard a sound. They spoke at the same time.

      “They’re coming.”

      “They’re coming.”

      The Overlord turned back to me. “I give you my word – I can give you nothing else. The Forest of Thrombos… that is where your destiny lies. Any danger you face on your journey will not come from me.”

      Then he turned to Ura and said, “Thank you, my good and faithful servant.”

      She smiled up at him. “It was my pleasure, my lord. Good luck.”

      “And to you, child, as you cross over.”

      Then Overlord looked at me one last time. “Until we meet again, in the flesh.”

      And then he stepped into the shadows and disappeared.
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      I stood there staring at Ura.

      We were alone in the tower… although in truth, I suppose we always had been. Physically, at least.

      “If you have any final questions, ask them quickly,” Ura said in a calm voice.

      “Why?”

      “Because Ipalia and Fortik are dead… and I will be soon.”

      The calm, quiet tone she said it in was chilling.

      Far below us, the door to the tower’s base burst open. I could hear frantic cries as footsteps quickly tromped up the spiral staircase:

      “Rylan!”

      “Are you up there, Rylan?”

      “I would hurry if I were you,” Ura said with a slight smile.

      I had so many questions – but there was one which forced its way to the front.

      “Was it all worth it?” I asked bitterly.

      “What?” she asked with a frown.

      “The king and queen – Fergus, Ipalia, Fortik – was it all worth it?”

      “I don’t know,” she said quietly. “That all depends on you.”

      “Depends on me, what?” I asked, bewildered.

      “On whether you go to the Forest, as he said.”

      “You actually believe him, don’t you?” I asked incredulously.

      “I do.”

      “Enough to sacrifice your life?”

      “Oh, far more than that,” she said with a smile.

      Suddenly an entire group of people rushed into the room.

      Valasia.

      Kerr.

      Shala.

      Neelee.

      Elara.

      Aran Val.

      Pela.

      Jacosta.

      Petris.

      And several Ivernwood Masters whose names I did not know.

      “Rylan!” Valasia cried out, then looked between me and Ura with a strange expression. “Are you alright?”

      “I am,” I said.

      Shala ran to me and hugged me fiercely, and I held her tight.

      “What happened?” Kerr asked.

      “I confessed,” Ura said cheerfully. “I was behind the entire plot. By the way, Rylan was telling the truth in the throne room – Fortik did kill both his parents and Fergus.” She turned to me. “I’m sorry about calling you a liar.”

      I just stared at her in bewilderment. The entire situation was worthy of the madness I’d seen in the throne room on my first day in Ivernwood.

      Ura turned back to the group. “He was also telling the truth about the dark elf enchantresses in the depths of the castle, and the fact that the orc army was an illusion. I would ask that you go easy upon the dark elves – they hurt no one. Well, other than their compatriot they needed for the spell, but he volunteered willingly. What else, what else… can you think of anything?” she asked me.

      “How about that you’re in the service of the Overlord?”

      “Oh, that – I just figured that was obvious.” Ura smiled at the group. “But I did it for a good reason, as Rylan will tell you after I’m gone.”

      “You’re not going anywhere,” one of the Ivernwood Masters snarled. “You’ll rot in a dungeon for the rest of your life.”

      “Best put me there soon, then, because what remains of it will be short.”

      “What are you talking about?” Valasia asked angrily.

      “The wine,” I realized. “You poisoned the wine.”

      She smiled and pointed at me. “He wins the prize.”

      Valasia pointed at Pela. “Apprentice, get over there and heal her, now.”

      “Please don’t,” Ura asked.

      Pela started forward –

      “No,” I said, and caught her arm. “Let her go.”

      Ura looked at me. “Thank you, Rylan.”

      Valasia looked at me furiously. “What the hell are you doing?! Pela – ”

      I turned on Valasia and snarled, “Why do you want to save her? So you can torture her?”

      “So we can find out what she knows!”

      “She already told me everything.”

      “I did,” Ura agreed.

      “What?!” Valasia cried out, then scowled. “You don’t know if you can trust her – ”

      “Didn’t you tell me that a man in agony will say anything to make it stop?” I asked angrily.

      Valasia fumed at having her own words thrown back at her. “We won’t torture her – ”

      “Whatever she knows would pale next to everything that just happened.”

      “And what’s that?” Valasia asked angrily.

      “I met the Overlord.”

      Valasia put her hand to her mouth in shock, and the rest of the group gasped.

      “He was here?!” Elara asked, stunned.

      I pointed to my head. “He was here.”

      “Well said… Rylan…” Ura murmured as she put her head back against her chair. “I think… this is it…”

      “You should still rot in hell for what you did,” I said to her.

      She smiled. “Or receive a reward… one of the two… good luck, Rylan… remember… the Forest of… Throm…”

      And then she was gone.

      Her head lolled to one side, and her blind eyes looked out at eternity.

      “What was that?” Valasia demanded. “The Forest of Throm?”

      “Thrombos,” Aran Val spoke up. “The Forest of Thrombos.”

      We all turned to look at him.

      “It is near my father’s kingdom,” he explained. “I know it well.”

      “I might need your help, then,” I said.

      “Why?”

      “Because I’m going there.”

      Valasia stared at me. “What?!”

      “The Overlord said that all my answers awaited me there.”

      “What answers?!”

      “What happened to my parents. Why they died in the forest.”

      Valasia’s eyes widened. “You can’t be serious – Rylan, it’s a trick! He only said those things to get you alone and unprotected!”

      “He promised me safe passage.”

      “He’s a LIAR, Rylan! You can’t trust him!”

      “Let’s talk about trust for a minute,” I said angrily. “Do you want to tell me everything you know about the rebel mages? Or maybe that you knew Merrick, Ravik, and Kovis Von all met the Overlord when he was merely Abn Saud, and they were children? Do you want to tell me how the Overlord went to Arjen for help, and Arjen turned him away?”

      There was a shocked murmur from Shala, Elara, and the rest.

      Valasia’s face drained entirely of blood.

      “You knew, didn’t you,” I said, shocked. “You always knew.”

      Up until that moment, I had hoped she didn’t know.

      But she did. I could see it in her expression.

      “Rylan…”

      “I asked you outright what you knew, and you told me – ”

      “I told you those were not my secrets to tell!”

      “Whose secrets were they, then?!”

      “The Council’s.”

      “What other secrets do you have that you’re not telling me?!” I yelled. “And even if you tell me there are no more, how can I believe you, since you already lied to me about them?!”

      Her voice sounded pained. “Rylan – ”

      “And you want to tell me the Overlord is the liar? I think I already know who the liar is.”

      I brushed past the group and went down the spiral staircase to be alone.
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      Over the next twenty-four hours, things settled back into, if not regularity, then a semblance of order.

      Fortik was dead, killed in the final battle. As the only person present of royal blood, Elara took control of Ivernwood.

      “I hereby proclaim, in accordance with the treaties between all the Allied Kingdoms, that I shall act as Regent of Ivernwood until such time than an appropriate heir to the throne can be found,” she announced.

      The Council backed her unanimously.

      Elara chose Kerr as Grand Master on my and Valasia’s recommendations. The rest of the Council unanimously backed the choice, as well.

      Burkell, Ipalia, and Ura were all dead. Kerr immediately announced that he would be sending envoys with Valasia to search out other Masters in Allied Kingdoms to take their places.

      I’m sure Kerr was quite sad that he couldn’t go with her himself, but he now had obligations to tend to.

      Glavos fumed and fussed about his mystical portal protections. It seemed we had seriously damaged the crystals, and he would need time to restore them.

      However, given what the Overlord had promised me, I didn’t anticipate an invasion anytime soon.

      I led the Masters down to the secret room, but we found that the dark elf witches had somehow freed themselves and escaped down the mountainside with the rope.

      It was confirmed, by both Valasia and the Ivernwood Enchanting Master, that the flayed dark elf in the center of the room was part of an enchantment ritual. Once the corpse was removed and the bloody patterns on the floor were wiped away, all visual signs of the orc camp completely vanished.

      I finally slept – twelve hours, uninterrupted. I felt like a new man when I awoke.

      One surprise came out in my discussions with my friends afterwards: Merrick had known about Neelee’s message to my friends, and he had blessed the trip. He could not send any other Masters, but he had encouraged Shala and the others to come.

      Although I relayed what Ura had told me – that only she, Ipalia, and Fortik had been in on the plot – Elara demanded that the other Masters submit to tests of loyalty. They were the same tests that Valasia had told me about on our trip to Ivernwood: a potion of truth-telling, and a Mystical Binding of Truth. The mind probe had to be foregone, since the only mind mage in the kingdom was now dead.

      The Masters all willingly agreed, and all of them passed with flying colors. None were traitors.

      Zarkow had his eye healed by the Healing Master, though he was quite put out with Neelee for nearly blinding him.

      And I told everyone what had transpired between me and the Overlord inside Ura’s tower. The Ivernwood Masters, Valasia, Elara, all my friends from Evernal – I even demanded that Petris and Aurelia be there, since they had risked so much and been such an important part of it all.

      I gave my speech in the Masters’ communal eating room. The throne room was still being cleaned of the blood of Oxiris, the queen, and poor Fergus.

      The Masters listened in silence. Then they asked questions, and I answered as best I could.

      After it was all over, Valasia said, “I would humbly request that the Masters of Ivernwood let us have our privacy for a moment. We must attend to internal matters of Evernal.”

      “Of course,” Kerr agreed.

      “But – ” Glavos began to protest.

      “Out,” Kerr said, kindly but firmly. He was relishing his newfound power as Grand Master.

      “Neelee, Petris, and Aurelia can stay,” I said.

      Valasia turned to me –

      “If this conversation goes the way I think it’s going to go, then I want them here,” I said.

      Valasia glared at me. “Fine.”

      Petris and Aurelia stayed, although they looked incredibly uncomfortable.

      Neelee didn’t seem like she was affected at all – she just looked around at everyone else, completely unconcerned.

      After the Masters were gone, Valasia turned to me and asked, “Is it still your intention to go to the Forest of Thrombos?”

      “It is.”

      “It’s suicide,” Valasia seethed.

      “Actually, I’ve watched someone commit suicide recently,” I said. “This is not that.”

      “Then it’s idiocy.”

      “Maybe,” I agreed.

      “Grand Master Merrick sent these people to save you,” Valasia said, pointing at my friends. “If you do this, you’re spitting in his eye.”

      “No,” I retorted, “I sent Neelee to ask them to come, and they did. Merrick – ”

      “Grand Master Merrick,” she growled.

      “ – gave them his blessing, and I’m thankful for that, but it in no way obliges me to follow his commands.”

      “You’re an Apprentice of Evernal. By that very fact, you are obliged to follow his commands – and my commands, in his absence.”

      “Alright, then,” I said coldly. “I renounce my Apprenticeship. You have no more hold on me. How about that?”

      Valasia stiffened. “You have no idea the enormity of what you’re doing if you take that step.”

      “I know it gives me my freedom, which you seem intent on taking away from me.”

      Her voice took on a note of desperation. “Rylan, Grand Master Arjen sent Master Merrick and Shala to save you from the Overlord – ”

      “And he also lied to me about meeting him.”

      “Did you ever ask him specifically?”

      “How could I have known to ask him that?!”

      “Then he did not lie.”

      “He lied by omission.”

      “Maybe, but I am sure he had good reason. He gave his life to bring you into Evernal’s fold – ”

      “He died because one of your Masters poisoned him,” I shot back. “He didn’t give his life for me. He didn’t buy my life through anything he did. I’m not a thing for you to collect, or a weapon to use in your war. I have my own life, and I’m not going to let you put me in chains, real or otherwise, just because it suits your purposes.”

      “Why are you so quick to believe the Overlord in all this?” she demanded.

      “Because I don’t know that the Overlord ever intentionally lied to me… but Arjen did. And someone else in this room did, too.”

      Valasia looked both heartbroken and angry at the same time, but she knew better than to relitigate what she had done. She had tried it before to no avail… so she took another tack.

      “You said that the Overlord told you your heart’s deepest desire was to save your loved ones. Did you ever think that maybe your heart’s deepest desire is actually to find out what happened to your parents, and that the Overlord lied?”

      I didn’t have an answer for that.

      Valasia shook her head. “He’s manipulating you, the way he manipulated Ura, and Ipalia, and Fortik – ”

      “He didn’t manipulate Ura. She chose freely.”

      “And you believe them?! A Saurid trying to usurp all of Voth’s free kings, and a traitorous elf?!”

      “Careful,” Aran Val said.

      “She was an elf, and a traitor,” Valasia snapped. “That in no way reflects on you or your people.”

      Aran Val just watched her through narrowed eyes.

      Valasia turned back to me. “The Overlord told you what you want to hear so you’ll do what he wants.”

      “I have to know,” I said. “I can’t go back to Evernal not knowing.”

      Valasia clenched her jaw. “If you carry forward with this plan, then you declare yourself an enemy of Evernal.”

      “No I don’t,” I said contemptuously. “You’re declaring me an enemy of Evernal.”

      Valasia turned to Elara. “Princess?”

      Elara winced, then spoke with the gravity required of royalty. “If you do not follow the direct commands of a ranking member of the Council, you are considered in breach of your duties not just to the Academy, but to the crown as well.”

      “I was going to be gone for two weeks on a diplomatic mission. Just consider it a side excursion.”

      “This isn’t a side excursion,” Valasia said angrily, “this is a mutiny.”

      I scoffed. “One person isn’t a mutiny.”

      “And you think if you leave, they won’t follow?” Valasia demanded as she pointed at everyone else.

      “That’s their choice to make.”

      “Like Ura’s to follow the Overlord?” Valasia snapped.

      “Like mine to go find the truth,” I snarled.

      “Ask them,” Valasia challenged me. “Ask them to follow you on your fool’s errand.”

      I glared at her, then turned to my friends. “You came when I called for your help, and I am forever in your debt for that. I mean it. You showed yourself to be true friends – the best that any man could ever hope for.”

      Shala and Pela misted up.

      Jacosta and Neelee smiled.

      Joot grinned.

      Elara looked miserable.

      And Aran Val had no reaction whatsoever.

      “But my path diverges from here. I have to go to the Forest of Thrombos to find out what happened to my parents… and to see what else may or may not be true in what the Overlord said. My life isn’t in danger now. I don’t need you to come… but I would like you to come. I could use the company, and I’m absolutely sure I could use the help. But I don’t expect you to say ‘yes.’ I can’t ask you to do that. You’ve heard Valasia – ”

      “Mistress Valasia,” she said between gritted teeth.

      I ignored her. “This is going to be a hazardous trip, and it may end badly. I don’t want any of you to suffer because of my foolishness… and I don’t want any of you to feel obligated to join me. You should choose with your own best interests at heart. But if you do join me… I would greatly appreciate your help. Because I’m going to need it.”

      Shala was the first to speak up. “I’m going wherever you are.”

      Not to be outdone, Pela cried out, “Me too!”

      Neelee frowned and asked me, “Are these the other women you talked about?”

      “Not now,” I whispered.

      Shala and Pela both glared at Neelee, who remained unperturbed. “Well… I hate Ivernwood, and I like you, so I guess I’m going.”

      Jacosta smiled and shrugged. “Why not. Should be interesting.”

      Joot looked afraid, but he said, “You’re the best friend I’ve ever had, Rylan. I’ll do anything you ask.”

      I smiled at all of them. My heart felt full to bursting with joy.

      Valasia fumed. She looked at Petris and Aurelia. “Well?! What about you two?”

      Petris and Aurelia both looked at me uncertainly.

      “Rylan…” Petris began. “Going outside the city walls is one thing, but – ”

      “It’s alright,” I said to him, and smiled. “You helped me when I needed it most. Thank you.”

      Petris nodded, hung his head, and walked out of the room.

      Aurelia winced. “Rylan… my family is here…”

      “I understand, Aurelia. You put your life on the line for me, and I can’t ask for anything more. Thank you. I owe you everything.”

      She smiled sadly, and walked out of the room, too.

      Valasia looked at Aran Val. “Well, at least one Apprentice from Evernal is sane.”

      He raised one eyebrow. “Oh, I’m going.”

      “What?!” Valasia exclaimed.

      “He’s traveling into my people’s territory. He’ll need a guide.”

      “You are endangering the pact between your people and Evernal,” Valasia said angrily.

      “If Grand Master Arjen actually did speak to the Overlord and rebuffed him, then it sounds like your people have endangered mine enough,” Aran Val said angrily. “And the fact that you hid this from MY people has endangered us even MORE.”

      Valasia didn’t have anything to say to that.

      I nodded at him, deeply grateful.

      He nodded back, a slight smile on his lips.

      “Well, I guess that’s all of you,” Valasia said bitterly.

      “No,” I said, “not all.”

      And I turned to look at Elara.

      Her face grew pale. “Don’t ask me that. You know I can’t.”

      “Come with us. This isn’t the life you want.”

      She looked terribly unhappy. “Unfortunately, it is the life I am bound to.”

      “I didn’t mean what I said to you the last time I saw you in Evernal – ”

      “Yes you did,” she said quietly. “And you were right. I, and I alone, am responsible for my choices – and the consequences.”

      I winced. “Elara – ”

      “Just as you, and you alone, are responsible for your choices, and the consequences they carry,” she continued, her voice switching to the cold formality of royalty. “If you decide to continue on this path, I cannot help you.”

      She turned to the others.

      “Nor can I help you. If you choose to escort Rylan on his quest, you declare yourselves outcasts from Evernal… and enemies of the crown.”

      My friends all blanched – all except Aran Val, who just smirked. He was a prince, after all, and not affected by the hot air of royal decrees.

      “That’s not called for,” I said angrily.

      “It is,” Elara said coldly. “You need to know what you’re choosing, and that it has consequences.”

      I stared at her angrily, then turned to my friends. “Given the new circumstances, I understand if any of you want to back out – ”

      “I’m in,” Shala interrupted.

      “Me, too,” Pela said.

      “Absolutely,” Jacosta said.

      “Um… yes?” Joot said, wincing.

      “Of course,” Neelee said, as though she couldn’t understand all the fuss.

      “Obviously,” Aran Val scoffed.

      Elara looked sad and conflicted… then turned to me. “Then I banish you from Evernal and all its principalities… including, as of now, the Kingdom of Ivernwood.”

      I looked at her with more pain than anger. Then I forced a sad smile. “Good luck to you.”

      She looked like she was about to cry. “…to you, too.”

      Valasia was the last. She came right up to me and stared into my eyes.

      “Rylan, please… PLEASE don’t do this. I’m begging you… please reconsider.”

      “I can’t. This is what I have to do.”

      She closed her eyes, and a single tear trailed down her cheek. “I’m just terrified that the next time we meet, it might be as enemies.”

      “So don’t let it be that way. I know I won’t,” I said.

      “I might have no choice.”

      “You always have a choice,” I whispered. “Don’t let anyone say otherwise.”

      Valasia looked at me with an agonized expression. “…please? Please?”

      I shook my head sadly, and kissed her on the forehead. “I hope the next time I see you, all will be well.”

      “Rylan…” Elara cautioned.

      “We’re going,” I said, and walked over amongst my friends. “Shala, the city’s defenses are still down… will you do the honors of getting us out of here?”

      “Of course.”

      We all stood together – me, Shala, Pela, Jacosta, Neelee, Joot, and Aran Val – as a fiery ring of light appeared over our heads.

      The last image I had was of Elara and Valasia’s forlorn faces –

      And then the portal swallowed us whole, whisking us away from the kingdom of Ivernwood.

      

      
        
        I hope you enjoyed TIME MAGE 2! If you did, would you please leave a review? Thank you!

      

        

      
        If you enjoyed this book – especially if you enjoyed the sex scenes – I highly recommend my other series SUCCUBUS, written under my pen name AJ Markam.

      

        

      
        SUCCUBUS is more of a sex comedy. There’s not that much sex in the first book… but there’s a whole lot more starting with Book 2. A LOT more. And it’s far more explicit. So… be warned.

      

        

      
        If you would like to get an email when TIME MAGE 3 is out, click here.

      

        

      
        And check out IRON MAGE and IRON MAGE 2, also under my pen name Rob Nolan!
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