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      The initiation rite chamber had rarely been used, save for the annual initiation of the new high mage students who had successfully completed the first year of their training. Most of the time, it stood as empty as it was vast, with its circular walls, its tall windows, and its lush tapestries forgotten. Before Irtan became an archmage, he enjoyed both the solitude of that space and the view it offered. The crowd filling it now clashed with those memories of tranquility.

      The assembly of most if not all High Towers’ teachers and students filled the chamber, many of them standing in the wide door leading to it, and perhaps even in the stairway. The odd melody of their hushed conversations filled the air, and though most of them avoided pointing at the crystal in the middle of the initiation circle, their gazes constantly darted toward the motionless woman inside it. Irtan doubted they recognized her, except maybe for a handful of teachers… and his own student. Pelina stood by his side, wide-eyed and paralyzed.

      Yoreus stepped out, and a smug smile curved his lips when at his gesture all the whispers died out. Irtan refrained from chuckling. He still savors the feeling of power like a boy given his first training sword.

      “Undoubtedly, many of you wonder about the reason for this gathering and the purpose of the crystal,” Yoreus said. “Recently, the archmages discovered a plot aimed against the High Towers, and an arcanist you see here braved many dangers to warn us in time. A group which shall not be named schemed to destroy the High Towers. In the end, the arcanist sacrificed herself to avert the spell that could outdo the Cataclysm from centuries ago and gave the archmages a chance to deal with the unforeseen threat.” Murmurs rose, and Yoreus let people stir for a while before speaking again.

      Irtan had to agree that the story was good enough. The first archmage didn’t have to get into details, allowing gossip and speculation and thus letting everyone choose their own most plausible version of the events. With the passing of months and then years, the truth would get buried so deep, it wouldn’t even matter whether anyone doubted Yoreus’s explanation. A decade later there would be nothing left but a vague tale of an arcanist who helped the high mages in the time of a great need.

      “Kamira, which some of you might know as a former student, diverted the attack toward herself and let us encase her in the crystal to ensure the malicious magic would become trapped with her,” the first archmage continued. “It’s the highest sacrifice, and we’re honored that, despite our differences, she was ready to give her life to save our home. And thus, in recognition of her great deed, from now on I wish to welcome any arcanist teachers and students within our walls. It’s time we worked together and ensured proper education for all those who seek magic, be it the high or arcane one.”

      It seemed that Yoreus’s offer to Kamira wasn’t only a way to make her agree to what archmages had planned, but Irtan had no doubt that all arriving arcanists would be encouraged, more or less adamantly, to receive at least basic high magic schooling, thus bolstering the mages’ numbers and strengthening Veranesh’s prison. As boyish Yoreus was in his demands of respect and displays of power, he did know what to do to preserve his rule.

      “I hope that all of you will work hard to be worthy of the high mage’s title in the future,” Yoreus said. “It’s the best way to show gratitude for the sacrifice made.”

      A hesitant cheer rose above the crowd, and then people stirred, heading for the doorway. Irtan caught a glimpse of a Devanshari man rushing through the door, the protests of students pushed aside ignored. His face, frozen in horror, revealed his feelings, and Irtan arched an eyebrow. According to the gossip Pelina had gathered for him, Yoreus had a Devanshari in his services, pulling the strings through his own daughter, Atissa. But if this was the same man, it hardly seemed reasonable he would react so strongly to the news. Unless, of course, the first archmage had deceived him.

      As others left, Irtan glanced at his student and leaned over to her. “Control your emotions. You look guilty, and you shouldn’t.”

      When she looked back at him, Pelina’s expression was that of a loyal and devoted person who’d discovered her ally’s demise. “I’ve failed her,” she confessed, taking advantage of the rustle accompanying others’ departure.

      This must be as close as Pelina would get to admitting she was doing Kamira’s bidding all along instead of Irtan’s, like she’d agreed. The feeling of all being lost must have pushed her into such a confession, no matter the consequences. The look on her face suggested she cared little about what was to come.

      Ignoring the remark, Irtan turned his head toward Kamira. The crystal around her pulsated with energy. It stemmed both from the original circle and from the archmages’ spell cast over it. Yet there was something more. The lines of the new symbols Pelina had secretly put in, distinct only for those who knew what to look for, seeped their own magic into the crystal. Power gathered around Kamira, but it escaped into nothingness before it could condense. Irtan doubted such flow was the result of Yoreus’s spell alone.

      “I don’t think you did.” He kept his voice down, but in the commotion following the announcement, nobody paid attention to one old archmage and his student. “Have a closer look at the crystal. And at the circle.” She should have noticed it herself long before Yoreus finished speaking, but it seemed her emotions had affected the arcane perception he’d had her train for the past weeks.

      At first, confusion flashed on her face, as if she was back in the high mage’s mindset, but then Pelina focused on Kamira’s prison. Irtan watched, amused, as she discovered all the energy fluctuations and distortions within its flow. He doubted she understood it all or could tell their origin apart, but even to a beginner arcanist like her, it had to be clear the magic energies within were clashing.

      Satisfied, Irtan walked to the door, and his student rushed after him.

      “How did you know?” she asked when they cleared away from the crowd.

      “I watched you putting in these symbols, didn’t I?” Of course, he’d only caught a glimpse of her work, but that was enough to suspect more. “You’re still curious what’s my play in it all, aren’t you?” he asked. Pelina proved loyal to Kamira, which left little suspicion of her being Yoreus’s agent. The first archmage wouldn’t have allowed the new symbols in the circle. Therefore, Irtan could take a chance himself. Perhaps, in return, his student would share more, offering insights into what Kamira’s plan really was. With all that transpired and all the things Kamira had said during the meeting with Yoreus, Irtan doubted it interfered with his own goals, but the more information he had, the better he could prepare for what was to come. Because one thing he was certain of: it wasn’t the end yet.

      He looked at Pelina.

      “Let’s go back to my quarters. I believe Kamira would be happy if you received a reward for your loyalty. Even as meager one as a handful of answers.”
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      The maid refilled his mug, but no amount of wine could ease Ryell’s pain and erase the memory of Kamira’s body encased within the crystal. With her eyes closed, the arcanist looked like she was only sleeping, and Yoreus insisted she was still alive, but Ryell couldn’t bring himself to believe the archmage’s words, not anymore. They killed her, and I’m to blame for it.

      “Leave the whole jug,” he said. At least he could hope that enough wine would bring dreamless sleep, allowing him to escape the consequences of his own actions.

      The voice of reason told him that if he wanted to drink, he should have found a cheaper place than the Jagged Swordsman, but he had to talk to Veelk. No matter what Ryell thought of the mage killer, Kamira’s friend deserved to know what happened. An ugly smile crept up on Ryell’s lips when he thought that Veelk would likely take it personally and seek revenge. Perhaps he and Yoreus would end up killing each other, freeing the world of the two men who’d brought demise upon Kamira. One by not letting her seek the mage’s counsel soon enough so the archmages had time to find another solution, the other by not even trying to help her. Besides, the mood of the Jagged Swordsman, with grim undertones and somberness hanging in the air, matched his own. Any port tavern would have too many cheerful people who would grate on Ryell’s composure.

      He downed another mug of wine, curling his other hand into a fist.

      The maid’s gasp made him look up. She was already running to the kitchen, calling out Opyr’s name as Ryell looked at the entrance. Lefna walked in, helping a wounded man. A patron rushed to their side, relieving her of the burden and leading the man to the table while Opyr clutched his daughter in a tight embrace. Despite his own suffering, Ryell couldn’t help smiling at the reunion full of tears and heartfelt whispers.

      Opyr, with his arm still around his daughter, approached the wounded stranger. “Forgive me for not believing your words. You’ve saved my daughter, just like you promised. Do you need someone to look at your wound?”

      The man shook his head. “It’s fine now. It just needs time to heal.” He looked around. “I’d have thought someone would already let Veelk know.”

      The joyful expression faded from the innkeeper’s face. “Master Veelk left four days ago, in a great rush. He took a lot of supplies and said he won’t be back for a week or two.”

      “And Kamira?”

      Ryell twitched at someone speaking her name. Of course, it made sense that if the man knew Veelk, he must have been acquainted with her as well, but a particular note in the stranger’s voice struck at Ryell’s jealousy.

      “I haven’t seen her since two days ago.” Opyr spread his hands. “She didn’t mention when she’d be back.”

      “She’s at the High Towers, and she won’t be back,” Ryell said before his common sense advised him otherwise. Besides, that man seemed to know them both well enough, and perhaps was less secretive than Kamira herself and that wretched mage killer, so Ryell could gain some insights. Not that it made a difference anymore, but alone in his grief, he wanted anything that could ease the guilt or make him forget.

      The man evaluated him with an inquisitive gaze, and subtle shifts in his expression suggested he was putting pieces of knowledge together. His moves stiff, he lifted from his table and walked over to Ryell’s but waited for the invitation to sit down. Having enough time for second thoughts, Ryell would much rather send the stranger away, because talking meant revealing his own role in the events and Kamira’s demise. Yet he was the one to have spoken first, and he couldn’t back out.

      Resigned, Ryell pointed to the chair in front of him.

      The man sat down, his caution and slowness compensating for the injury, but he still carried himself like a man who knew how to fight. Ryell remembered Opyr mentioning a mercenary group that failed to rescue Lefna, and Ryell’s respect for the stranger grew. Of course, there might have been less fighting, and more sneaking in and out, but even such a task required agility and skill. And the stranger’s wound suggested he had to fight his way out anyway.

      “You must be Ryell,” the man said after the maid left food and drink at the table. “Kamira mentioned you.”

      That remark stung more than Ryell expected, and he grimaced. “I don’t think she mentioned you.” The way the stranger spoke about her indicated they were more than passing acquaintances. Ryell inspected the man’s wiry muscles and brown skin. Was he one of Veelk’s brethren? His outfit resembled more the local fashion than tribal attire.

      “We’ve only met recently, so she might have had no chance. I’m Koshmarnyk.” The man stretched his hand in a greeting. “So, Kamira went to the Towers?”

      Ryell stared at Koshmarnyk’s wrist and the crystal bracelet coiled around it. “She did,” he replied after a long pause and finally shook the man’s hand. “I thought she was attached to those.” He pointed at the jewelry. “I’ve rarely seen her taking them off.”

      Koshmarnyk nodded. “She… insisted I take them. I think she hoped they’d bring me luck.”

      Ryell swallowed a ball of bile forming in his throat. Whoever Koshmarnyk was, it seemed that Kamira trusted him with her most personal possessions. Ryell drank from the mug, ready to walk away with any excuse, but his own curiosity was pushing him to stay. There might be an explanation to his relation to Kamira. “Are you Veelk’s friend?” He forced his tone to remain polite. “Is that how you met?”

      “Indeed I am. Kamira was in need of my skills, and Veelk got us acquainted.” Koshmarnyk’s lips curled in a half-smile. “But that’s a story she probably should tell you herself if she chooses so.”

      From Koshmarnyk’s choice of words, Ryell had no doubt that there were secrets involved, and his anger boiled within. Kamira had promised him answers, and the longer he looked at the man she had supposedly met only recently, who was speaking so casually about her and wearing her precious bracelets, Ryell couldn’t help wondering what else she’d conveniently forgotten to mention. He was a fool for not having asked more questions and not pressing her more, but the circumstances were hardly suitable for lengthy discussions. Or Kamira simply had led Ryell to believe so.

      “I don’t think Kamira will be telling any stories… ever again.” He let bitterness echo within the words. Anything to wipe the smile off Koshmarnyk’s face. Anything to disrupt the connection that man had with her. “The archmages encased her in a crystal.”

      Pain or shock didn’t appear on Koshmarnyk’s face like Ryell had expected. Instead, the wiry man snorted. “So that’s why she didn’t tell us anything about her plan,” he said. “She’s worse than her demon.” He shook his head.

      “You don’t seem upset by her death,” Ryell prompted.

      The man in front of him shifted, stretching into what must be a more comfortable position, as if the only thing bothering him was his wound. “Do you really think she’d plan everything for months just to die at the end?”

      “Plan?”

      “She planned for everything, including your betrayal,” Koshmarnyk said without a trace of maliciousness. “If she’s stuck in a crystal now, I think this is exactly where she wanted to be. Though, of course, you or I might question such a choice.”

      The mention of betrayal cut deep, and Ryell shook his head, trying to keep emotions off his face. “I’ve been deceived and unknowingly led her into a trap.” His voice came weaker than he liked it, as if it belonged to a defeated man, not to a proud Devanshari and a confident royal guard. “She couldn’t have known what the archmages had prepared.”

      That remark resulted only in more amusement. “And the archmages couldn’t have known what she’d planned, could they? I watched her preparations, and if I was to make a bet, I’d put all my money on her. She’s neither defeated nor dead.”

      “What makes you so sure?” Ryell spat. With so little emotion Koshmarnyk showed, it was hard to discern whether he truly believed in what he said or simply tried to conceal his shock and grief behind a confident façade. “You admitted yourself that you didn’t know the details of her plan. How can you tell she’s still alive in there?”

      A dry laugh shook Koshmarnyk’s body, but he was serious again once he looked down at his wrists. “Because if she was dead, her bracelets wouldn’t have saved my life.”

      Ryell stared at him, unable to find words. The claim seemed absurd, but maybe Koshmarnyk meant some sort of magic contained within the jewelry that wouldn’t last after Kamira’s death. Ryell clung to that thought. If she was still alive, he could explain everything to her and make her understand he’d been played by Yoreus as much as she.

      Opyr approached the table, but he paid no attention to Ryell, fully focused on the other man. “I’ve prepared the best room in the inn. It’s the least I can do in return for saving my daughter.”

      “There’s no need for hassle,” Koshmarnyk replied without the false modesty Ryell had seen so often among the Devanshari noblemen. “I’ll sleep in Kamira’s and Veelk’s room, if you have a spare key.”

      The innkeeper nodded and rushed away.

      Koshmarnyk stood up from the table, and a flash of pain was the only reminder of his wound. “You can keep lying to yourself that you did it for her.” He was looking straight at Ryell. “But you did it for yourself. If you had accepted the way she is, an arcanist with a good—if grumpy—nature, things could have been different. She would probably tell me there was a Devanshari man waiting for her in Kaighal. Sharing all her secrets and hoping for her to succeed, not trying to change her into what he thought was best.”

      Ryell gritted his teeth. The words were like a slap, and he had to fight his own body to not run after the man who was allowed into Kamira’s room while she was away. She had never extended such a privilege to Ryell. He took a deep breath, considering what he’d learned. Koshmarnyk claimed Kamira not only stayed alive, but that becoming trapped was a part of her plan. Perhaps Yoreus should know… No. He abandoned the idea when the memory of the archmage’s deception resurfaced. It was time he made his own decisions and kept his knowledge secret.

      The coins rang on the table as he threw them between the unfinished food and jug of wine and left. First, he had to know whether Kamira was indeed alive. Then he had to find a way to talk to her.
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      Kamira’s lungs fought for the breath she couldn’t take. Energy filled her nostrils and mouth, soaked through every part of her body, keeping her alive and refusing life at the same time. The magic also poured into her mind, flushing out thoughts and filling her head with images. Colorful but eerie vegetation and unknown animals flowed before her eyes, and she watched a landscape no human had ever seen before, mesmerizing and alien. Energy condensed in that world’s clouds, filling the sky with purple and red, and winged creatures soared high above.

      The crystal’s magical structure seemed fluid enough to allow movement within, but even the slightest tremble brought pain, so she tried to remain motionless. The thought of Veranesh caught within a similar crystal made her wonder how he could move so casually within its cold embrace. She’d rather not twitch a single muscle.

      With no need for food nor sleep, she hung suspended in her own suffering with the images of what had to be the demon domain as her only distraction, but she never ceased channeling Veranesh’s magic, letting it enter the flow around her. The burn of the scars on her arms reminded her of her purpose.

      She was Kamira. She was an arcanist. And she could endure the pain.

      “You keep staring at her.” A woman’s voice traveled through the crystal, echoing within its eerily liquid structure. “It’s not going to change anything.”

      “Maybe not.”

      That voice… It took Kamira a moment to realize it sounded familiar.

      “Come to bed, then. It’s the middle of the night,” the woman pleaded. “You did what you could for her, but it’s not your fault she served a demon.”

      “I betrayed her.”

      Ryell. That was his name. Kamira forced her eyes open, and the magic stung, but the vision itself remained clear, as if unhindered by her crystal cocoon.

      Ryell stared at her. By his side stood a woman whose expression resembled that of Yoreus, cold and calculating, though the gentle jaw line made her face look more pleasant.

      “Do you think your father will let you keep your toy now that all is done, mage?” Kamira’s voice echoed within the structure, and its flat tone resembled the way Veranesh spoke: with no air to breathe, she relied on magic to execute her intention to speak.

      The woman pouted, and her hand brushed Ryell’s chest in an intimate gesture. “Spit all the bile you want. You’ve lost.”

      Kamira allowed herself a laugh. Yoreus’s daughter must have been naïve to believe they were competing for a man’s attention. Or, perhaps, the archmage kept her in the dark about what the stakes really were. “What makes you think I’ve lost?”

      “Pathetic,” the mage replied. “If you’re done with your lousy tricks, I’ll be retiring.” She climbed to her toes, and her arms closed around Ryell briefly as she left a kiss on his cheek. A subtle aura of magic surrounding her enveloped the Devanshari as well. “Don’t stay up too long. She’s not worth it.”

      Ryell watched her leave and only then looked back at Kamira. “You played her, didn’t you? To make her leave.” He fidgeted. “But she’s going to tell Yoreus.”

      “It doesn’t matter anymore,” she replied. “Yoreus is convinced he won, and he’ll consider my state of awareness to be a minor inconvenience. He’ll only want to ensure no one talks to me and learns the truth.”

      Ryell leaned forward. “About how he lied to you?”

      “No, about how the archmages lie to everyone.”

      He took a step back, his face shifting from curiosity to frustration. “You’re still full of hate toward them, aren’t you?” A grimace spoiled his otherwise handsome face. “Even if Yoreus lied to you, he did it to protect people and to prevent your death.”

      Kamira sighed. “He didn’t do it for the people, let alone for me. He did it to protect himself and the power he has.”

      “What do you mean?”

      She caught a hint of doubt in his voice. Finally, Ryell was starting to listen and question. If only he had done so earlier… The energy waves flushed the bitter feelings from her thoughts. Within the crystal, no emotion survived long—only pain lasted.

      “High magic is a lie. It always was,” she said. “They steal their power from the very demon their predecessors trapped in the old Towers. And if he gets out, they’ll lose it all.”

      “That’s absurd!” Ryell raised his voice. “Who told you such lies? The demon? Veelk?” He watched her intently after each question. “Or maybe that Koshmarnyk?”

      Her eyes opened wider, and she smiled gently. It brought a feeling of razors against her skin, but she relished the news. Ryell mentioning the adept’s name could mean only one thing. “Koshmarnyk returned? Did he save Lefna?”

      Ryell didn’t reply. He fought to keep his face straight, but muscles played under his skin when his teeth gritted, revealing a reaction she was certain he wanted to hide. “He did,” he said in the end. “He said your bracelets saved him.”

      “I appreciate you telling me,” she said with all honesty.

      His expression shifted, turning into sadness. “I did betray you, didn’t I? Not because I led you here, but because I did it for the wrong reasons.” He paused as if considering. “That man, Koshmarnyk, told me so.”

      It sounded as if he wanted her to deny it. “Do you think he was right?” Curiosity surged before being flushed away by waves of magic.

      He hesitated. Biting his lip, he looked away. “I think that what happened in the Devanshari capital… What the queen did… I think it blinded me.” He let out a short, bitter laugh. “I wanted to save you from the evil I saw in everything demon-related, and I missed… all the other evil. And the good, too, I suppose.”

      His words might not be an admission, but they seemed like a step in the right direction. At the same time, she couldn’t help her disappointment. In the past, Ryell seemed eager to listen to her, but in the end, at one of Yoreus’s lies or the flick of his daughter’s hand, he always shifted back to his blind hate. Stuck in the crystal, she neither had the means nor will to try to make him see the truth again. The prolonged conversation already enhanced her pain and made channeling magic difficult. Yet there was a way that perhaps would help him. “I need to rest, but before you go, I want you to chip off a piece of the crystal.”

      “What for?” Suspicion flashed in his eyes.

      “It will help you contain your hunger for magic. And if you ask Koshmarnyk to blend it with your skin, you’ll never need to depend on anyone to give you magic.” This was all she could offer him, but at least it would cut the thickest string that tied him to Yoreus and his daughter. If he still decided to side with them, it would be by choice, not out of addiction-driven desperation.

      “It’s not a cure.”

      “No, it’s not. But it would give you your free will back.” She didn’t hold back, and he squirmed. “Be warned, though: Gildya condemns blending stones with demon power with the human body. I’ll understand if you’d rather not do it.”

      His eyes widened. “D-demon power?”

      She held off a sigh. One word and he was back-pedaling into the embrace of his hate and fears, but venting her frustration wasn’t worth the pain. “There’s no other magic but the one that comes from demons.”

      To her surprise, Ryell offered no argument. The expression on his face suggested his deeply ingrained prejudice fought with reason. Then he pulled out a dagger and worked the blade into the crystal, chipping off a piece. The missing part grew back in an instant, but Kamira paid no attention to it, focused on Ryell. The relief on his face when he closed the tiny shard in his fist reminded her of the short time when she was pact-less. The void, the desperation… In a way, she was as addicted to magic as he was.

      “Thank you,” he whispered.

      “Find Koshmarnyk. Tell him I asked him to do the blending for you. And stay away from the Towers for a while. Take Yoreus’s daughter along if you must, but leave. It’s not going to be safe here.”

      He narrowed his eyes. “You didn’t bluff, did you? When you said you didn’t lose.”

      “No.”

      A mixture of relief and guilt was in his smile. “I wish you could tell me of your plans, but I think it’s better I don’t know them. I’m still tangled in the web of commitments. But I hope whatever you’re about to do, it’ll free you from… your prison.”

      Kamira didn’t waste her strength on telling him she hoped so as well. The conversation was becoming too much of a distraction. Her task was to channel energy, not to help Ryell find his way. “Go now. Yoreus will be here soon, and I do not wish to be awake for that.”

      Her own voice sounded distant as the images of another world poured into her mind, blurring all that was beyond the crystal. Ryell’s response drowned in the magic wind whistling in her ears, and Kamira sighed, closing her eyes. The pain eased when her body froze, motionless, and though her scars burned, they brought no suffering anymore.

      She let the energy flow into the world and toward the other circle. Before her mind drifted away, a shift in magic streams told her of a change.

      The first crack appeared in the other crystal, hidden under the desert.
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        * * *

      

      Koshmarnyk squatted outside a window, pressing his fingers against the brick wall and balancing on the narrow ledge. The night concealed him from any prying eyes, and though he didn’t enjoy the climb, risking it was a better choice than causing a bloodbath if he decided to simply enter Gildya Magna. As soon as he had his footing, he peeked inside, but the dark room gave no indication of who its inhabitant was. I wonder if he still lives here? Any changes in the adepts’ structures could have had his former colleague moved to another quarters, but Koshmarnyk counted on Gildya’s laziness and attachment to tradition. For the fearless inventors and explorers of reality they were supposed to be, they surely loved their conventions. At the same time, any adept would do to pass the message, even if it would take a bit more convincing.

      He inspected the window. Up on the fourth level of the building, the adepts must have felt safe enough to refrain from installing shutters and traps. The reinforced crystal panes rested in metal frames that relied on a simple mechanism to keep the window shut. If needed, he could get inside within a heartbeat.

      “It would be a waste if you fell and broke your neck.” The nightfly hovered by.

      Koshmarnyk refrained from reminding Veranesh that he’d gone to Gildya at the demon’s very request. “I don’t suppose you have news from either of them?” He thought of the note from Kamira he found in the tavern room that confirmed the Devanshari man’s revelations about the mages’ trap. It explained where both Kamira and Veelk disappeared to and why.

      “You needn’t worry. She is still alive, and the energy keeps flowing.” The nightfly shifted, and the sound of its wings cutting the air was the only sound for longer than Koshmarnyk liked. “I know nothing of the mage killer, save that the dagger I gifted him is destroyed.”

      Koshmarnyk could swear concern rang in the demon’s voice. He might have been fishing for an emotion that wasn’t there, or perhaps Veranesh preferred Veelk alive simply because the mage killer was Kamira’s friend. He sighed. Kamira claimed they could trust Veranesh, but Koshmarnyk still had his reservations. Even Suzhaul’s actions weren’t always what his people considered just or honest, and Veranesh wanted his freedom above all. He was so close to regaining it, he might care less about those he used to get it back.

      “I’ll look for him once I’m free,” Veranesh said, to Koshmarnyk’s surprise. “If he went after the people sent to seal the ruins, they have to be somewhere between my prison and the city.” The nightfly flew down to his arm and coiled around it. “Call for me again when you’re done with that human.”

      Inside, a man entered the room, and Koshmarnyk focused his attention on him. The warm glow of an imbued lamp lit a tired face surrounded by a stub of a beard and graying hair. Years certainly hadn’t been merciful to Adept Davshil.

      Koshmarnyk knocked on the crystal pane.

      The adept inside flinched, and his eyes widened when he recognized his guest. Hesitating, he glanced at the door, but then walked over to the window.

      “Glad you’re still alive,” Koshmarnyk said as soon as Davshil let him in.

      “Are you here for revenge?” The tired voice belonged to a man accepting his fate.

      “If you think so, why did you open the window?”

      Davshil snorted, and for a glimpse his face lost all the years, reminding Koshmarnyk of the much younger and more energetic man. “With all those demons you had put in your body, I wouldn’t be able to run fast and far enough. I’d be just living in fear trying to postpone what would come anyway.”

      “You seem more solemn than I remember.” Koshmarnyk couldn’t help a quick inspection. Davshil looked healthy enough, so it likely wasn’t an ailment of the body, and they weren’t close friends even before Davshil and others had betrayed him. “I’m not here to kill anyone. I bring a message to Gildya.”

      “A message? From whom?” Curiosity brought liveliness to the adept’s face.

      “In days to come, a demon will pass over Kaighal,” Koshmarnyk said. “He’s after the high mages and wishes no harm to the people in the city, so it’s best if Gildya stays out of his way.”

      Davshil stared at him. “That’s rather… unexpected.” He took a deep breath. “Is he one of those who attacked the overseas kingdom?”

      Koshmarnyk offered him a half-smile. It was so like Davshil to fish for information, but Koshmarnyk wasn’t about to give him any openings for more questions. “No.”

      “And you’re involved with him?” the adept pressed.

      “I’m but a messenger, and all I ask you is to pass the word to the council.”

      “You’ve changed.” Davshil shook his head. “I’ll deliver your message, but I can’t promise they will listen. And they might choose to warn the mages.”

      “Warnings won’t change anything.” Koshmarnyk mustered confidence, wishing he had the demon’s certainty. It was Kamira’s fate at stake, after all. “The high mages will fall, and if the council wants to see Gildya still standing on that day, do your best to convince them to keep everyone out of that demon’s way.” He let a note of concern to ring in his voice, hoping Davshil would conclude that Veranesh was indeed a threat better avoided.

      Davshil sat heavily in the chair. “But how can we be sure the demon won’t take advantage of our doing nothing?”

      Of course, more questions. Koshmarnyk grimaced. Gildya might consider him a rogue adept dabbling in forbidden experiments, but had never given them a reason to doubt his truthfulness. “I told you, he’ll be here for the mages. Give him no grounds to attack, and everyone else will be safe.” Koshmarnyk sighed. As much as questioning of his word irked him, in a way, he could relate to his former colleague’s doubts. He himself was not quick to trust Veranesh. “Arm and prepare if it makes you sleep better at night. Just don’t be fools to attack first.”

      “And what about you?” Davshil asked. “When I heard news of your escape, I thought you’d be far in the south now, or sailing for Juamha.”

      “I had some debts to pay first.”

      “I see.” Davshil shifted uneasily in his seat. “The Gildya will want to know who brought the message. And if they learn you’re still around, some might think it would be best to get you back where you were for the last ten years. Or find another, final solution.”

      Koshmarnyk first tensed at the hidden warning but then relaxed. Whatever threat would come, it wouldn’t be Davshil’s doing, and it wouldn’t be now. “Back then, they only succeeded because I was foolish enough to believe they wanted to talk. If any troublemakers get the wrong ideas, be sure to remind them of it.” Issuing threats wasn’t his way, but he’d rather make Gildya back away than waste time and energy on fighting them. He just had to ensure they left him alone.

      Davshil narrowed his eyes. “I never considered you a killer. Would you really turn against your former colleagues?”

      “If they attack first, I won’t stand idle,” Koshmarnyk said coldly. “I won’t let them drag me back to another prison over their childish fears.”

      “Childish fears? I’d consider attaching imbued stones to a living body a serious concern,” Davshil said.

      Koshmarnyk knew better than take the bait. He’d had enough similar pointless discussions before Gildya turned on him. At the same time, ignoring such a remark felt like giving it credence. “I’m a living proof against your serious concern.” He walked over to the open window before the shortsighted adept could draw him into a pointless argument. “Be well, Davshil.”

      “You too, Alluvendran.”

      Koshmarnyk looked over his shoulder. That name was everything he had left behind. Everything that made him doubt Gildya—politics, backstabbing, jealousy, secrecy… The list went on longer than he cared to recall. Perhaps Davshil and others were right, and binding imbued stones with flesh posed unknown dangers, but for the inventors and explorers to give in to their fear and give up learning the answers meant going against everything Koshmarnyk used to believe Gildya Magna stood for.

      Without hesitation, he descended the wall. At least Davshil had the decency to allow him to leave instead of raising the alarm. It seemed that threats, no matter how petty Koshmarnyk might consider them, worked well on people eager to subdue to fear, any fear.

      Landing nimbly on the street’s cobblestones, he had a notion of severing the last ties with the place that offered little beyond disappointments and betrayals. With the message delivered, Koshmarnyk had no reason to go near there ever again… Even the revenge he had considered so often during his imprisonment faded in comparison to everything else the world of the free people had to offer. And the best payback he could possibly imagine for his former colleagues was to let them stew in their own inability to think beyond safe and comfortable ideas.

      As soon as the shadows of a nearby alley offered him shelter from any prying eyes, he focused on the stone linked to Veranesh. The nightflies uncoiled from his arms in an instant.

      “I’ve reached the surface. I’ll arrive in the city soon,” Veranesh said.

      Koshmarnyk glanced back at Gildya’s building for the last time. He could only hope those thick heads would make the right decision. Otherwise, Kaighal’s streets could change into rivers of blood.
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        * * *

      

      Freedom tasted different than he remembered, but everything in the human world seemed to taste different. Veranesh scoffed at the memory of himself, so eager to be the first one to cross, and so confident humans and their realm posed no threat to him. Always staying one step ahead of all the other yalari, he truly believed it. And he got to pay for such carelessness dearly.

      The sand still poured into the hole he climbed out of, but Veranesh paid little attention to it. Instead, he spread his wings, enjoying the sensation. After centuries of nearly motionless existence, every free move was worth savoring, and he indulged in a long stretch, ignoring all the pressing issues. Yet when he lifted into the air, nothing remained in his mind but matters of importance.

      The moonlit desert below him looked serene with its dunes gently brushed by wind, creating peculiar ripples in the sand. Veranesh cared little for the view itself, instead searching for tracks of people. He didn’t expect to find much, though he never doubted what the adept had relayed to him from the letter Kamira left. The destruction of the dagger he’d gifted to the mage killer suggested the confrontation with whomever the high mages sent out had already happened. Wind could have pushed sands over any trace of human presence, and Veranesh would never find anything. Yet he searched. His plans would be easier to carry out if Kamira trusted him, and that required some effort. As much as he longed to crush the mages, he could wait a day or two longer if it meant ensuring he reached his other goals as well.

      His eyes caught nothing, so he focused on energies instead. An insignificant item like the lizard-shaped dagger wouldn’t be enough back in Yalarethe, but human world was so devoid of magic that the tiniest trail teased Veranesh’s senses and pulled him to the north. He followed it with caution. Kamira might have trusted the mage killer, and in the past Suzhaul had never acted against Veranesh, but centuries of imprisonment demanded healthy distrust toward everything.

      Contrary to his expectations, the battlefield was clearly visible once he got closer. Human bodies and their belongings lay scattered across a small area, and their wounds looked like they were inflicted by the mage killer’s weapon, but otherwise Veranesh could make little of the scene before him. As much as he tried to study humans and their habits, the way they fought each other barely made sense to him. All he could conclude was that none of the bodies resembled that of his pactee’s companion and his weapon wasn’t in sight.

      Traces of magic lingered in the area. Most of it he recognized as the high mages’ spells—his own energy stolen and twisted. But there was something else…

      He drew the air deep, catching a scent too familiar to be comfortable. Another yalari had been to the battle scene. Veranesh tensed, but no immediate threat presented itself, and the scent was too faint to be recent. At the same time, he couldn’t tell whether the yalari was present during the skirmish or arrived later, to investigate. He decided on the latter. If a yalari was present, the mage killer wouldn’t have stood the chance in a fight, and his body would be among others.

      Unless… Unless his brethren was cunning enough to take the mage killer with him and interrogate.

      Now that Veranesh was back in the game, he had to consider enemies old and new. His pactee’s cunning gave him a few names to be wary of, but there had to be more, and with so much time having passed, he had to assume that his old allies could have turned against him or new players had joined the game. His instincts itched for him to take off and search for his adversaries, in this world or in his own. He lifted in the air, hovering over the battlefield, though the bird’s-eye view offered no more insights.

      In the distance, odd shapes of human dwellings stood against the starry sky and dark ground. Within his sight, there were at least three or four, but one surpassed all of them in size. A faint trace of magic pulling him toward it confirmed this had to be Kaighal—his destination. Before he went after other yalari, he had to teach human mages a lesson and then see to his pactee.

      That thought gave him pause. He had never considered her an ally, and several times she’d openly admitted to doing his bidding only because of the spell he had on her. Yet she never acted against him, and in the end, she’d agreed to the plan that put her own life and freedom at risk. At the least, she deserved to keep the pact he had made with her, but perhaps there were other possibilities. Yalari had always considered humans to be mere tools, useful but inferior in every way, and hardly any would stoop to making actual alliances with them, only beneficial pacts that required little of them. But the plot that brought together high mages and Veranesh’s enemies proved there could be more to gain, and his own agreement with Kamira brought unexpected knowledge that he couldn’t have easily gathered if he had killed her to gain his freedom.

      He smirked at that. His pactee’s distrust surpassed that of many yalari, making her a perfect ally, but at the same time, her loyalty to the few other humans could cause rifts. He’d already witnessed how her friendship with the mage killer dimmed reason, and he had to consider that Suzhaul could try to use his servant… to what ends? During their brief conversation, Suzhaul seemed his usual self, but even if the hermit yalari cared little beyond his experiments, when anything threatened his solitude or his work, he proved as ruthless as any other of their kin. It would be beneficial to see him as an ally again… Veranesh shook his head. He couldn’t soothe himself with such hopes. He had to be prepared for any outcome. On the other hand, his own pactee was willing to defy Veranesh in the name of her friendship with the mage killer. If Veelk survived the battle in the desert, it would be interesting to see whether he would also be willing to defy Suzhaul for Kamira, should the circumstances require it.

      But first, the mages. And once it was done, he’d see if his own experiment survived in the crystal. If his pactee was still as sane and strong as the pact bond between suggested, possibilities would open, and perhaps she’d even prove worthy of the secrets he’d kept from her.

      Without any more delay, he flew toward Kaighal.
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      Night was Mizena’s friend. Not only did it conceal her from prying eyes, but it also provided opportunities. Under the veil of darkness, all ne’er-do-wells of Kaighal conducted all sorts of shady activities, from smuggling to murder, and a spy who knew what kind of information traded well could earn a week’s or even a month’s worth of coin in just one evening. And Mizena needed coin. Giving up spying for the archmage, or rather for the people he employed to deal with spies, meant giving up the generous payments he offered for knowledge hidden in the city’s dark alleys. She had enough to get by, but none of her other patrons could match the archmage.

      Mizena chewed on a piece of a dried meat as she waited near one of Gildya’s lesser-known stockpiles. Some gossip she’d picked up in passing suggested that it was worth a closer look, but after almost an entire night spent in an uncomfortable position, squatting between barrels and crates by a merchant’s store, she still had nothing. It seemed her famed luck that allowed her to always get the best information before anyone else was waning.

      The night was already receding, giving way to the first sun’s rays, and even if the bowels of Kaighal still remained awash in shadows and darkness, the closer to morning, the more passersby. No one in their right mind would do any underhanded business so close to daylight.

      Careful not to cause any noise, Mizena stretched her body limb by limb. Perhaps she’d try again the next evening.

      A muffled rumble in the street adjacent to the stockpile put her on alert. Her clothes were a bit too good to be those of a beggar, so if someone saw her hiding spot, questions would follow, and Mizena liked questions as little as she liked any other trouble. Time to go.

      She remained in her spot when a hushed but heated conversation reached her. An argument among workers wasn’t anything unusual, but no one in the middle of a disagreement would bother to keep quiet… unless they had something to hide.

      Mizena peeked out.

      Two men stopped a small hand-drawn cart by the stockpile’s side door. Slight jitters in their behavior made it clear they weren’t Gildya’s workers. They were still arguing, and the few words she caught suggested it was about a delay caused by one of them. The angrier one knocked on the door, and it opened immediately.

      Mizena couldn’t quite make out the face of the man who appeared, but his voice left no doubt about his emotions.

      “’Ere now, what took s’long?” he asked the others with clear ire. “Waited all night, and on the double they almost found me!” He waved his hand when another one started to speak. “Never mind! I ain’t wantin’ to hear it. Get the goods, and get to movin’.”

      One of the two rushed inside, while the other kept a worried eye out. Mizena huffed, displeased at the sight of the man’s weariness that would only alert him to someone who approached openly, if even that much. These men were not skilled… Likely hired thugs, the cheap kind, and that could mean that whoever had planned the theft wanted to remain unknown. Her curiosity surged. It seemed that her luck had not run out after all.

      The crates they carried were small but heavy, judging from the huffs and strained walk. Other than that, nothing betrayed their contents. She’d have to follow the men to wherever they intended to bring the stolen goods, and doing so at the break of day would be difficult. Shadows would already be receding, and there wouldn’t be enough people to blend in with the crowd. Yet, if she wanted to learn more—to learn something that would bring coin—she had no choice.

      “Hey, what are you doing here?” a woman called out.

      Mizena flinched, but a glance around reassured her that she wasn’t the one drawing attention.

      The three men by the stockpile tensed as a pair of city guards, a man and a woman, approached. Their lantern swayed to the rhythm of their steps, sweeping shadows to and fro, even though the sky above was already brightening.

      If the thieves could come up with even a moderately convincing story, they had a decent chance of getting away, especially since Gildya didn’t like the city guards meddling in their affairs. Even on the spot, Mizena could come up with several excuses, including that they weren’t taking out Gildya’s possessions, but delivering the goods. As the guard asked them what they were doing, Mizena strained to hear the response. Good lies could always be reused, and she could also learn something useful from their explanation, if they mentioned the person who’d hired them.

      She definitely didn’t expect one of the men to lunge at the guard. Before anyone reacted, he dug a knife deep into the guard’s chest.

      The female guard dropped the lantern. “Over here!” she shouted, as she used the butt of her sword to knock the attacker down.

      In the distance, more voices rose as the nearby guards responded to the woman’s call.

      One of the two remaining men forced the crate open and fished an item out of it. Mizena caught the glow of an imbued stone on it as he threw it at the remaining guard. Then a fiery explosion lit up the night, consuming the guard, her dead companion, and the unconscious thief. Her scream, if there even was one amongst the roaring of flames, died quickly.

      The men didn’t wait for the fire to burn out. They took off. One of them passed by Mizena’s hiding place, and she got a clear glimpse of his face. Cranwy?! What is that fool doing here? Without hesitation, she jumped out and dashed after him. Behind her, at a distance too close for comfort, guards called out to each other.

      Cranwy ran through the narrow alleys, knocking down anything in his way and jumping over piles of garbage. He was a burly man, and not trained at all, so Mizena had no trouble following him, but at the same time, it meant that neither would the guards. He was smart enough to take turns rather than running along the same alley, but his chaotic route suggested no specific destination. If he kept at it, he could well run straight into another group of guards.

      “Stop!” a man called out behind her.

      Mizena cursed. The last thing she needed was for the guards to think she was involved in the theft. But to stop following Cranwy meant no information, and therefore no coin. She had to take the risk.

      She sped up to catch up with him, but in a narrow alley filled with obstacles to avoid, it was hard to get beside Cranwy or in front of him.

      “Cranwy! It’s me! Mizena!” she called out in a hushed voice.

      As he slowed down and turned, looking over his shoulder, she made it past him, tugging on his sleeve. “This way!”

      If he stood his ground, she’d never be able to pull him along, but her promise made him follow without hesitation.

      He could barely keep her pace, his broad chest heaving more and more the longer they went.

      A woman guard stepped into the alley right in front of them. Mizena dove to the side to make it past him, all too late considering that she wasn’t alone this time. Cranwy rammed into the guard, knocking her down. As soon as she was out of the way, he started running again.

      Mizena knew this part of Kaighal well, but with more and more guards closing in, likely drawn to the explosion she’d witnessed, the usually friendly alleys were beginning to feel too much like a maze without a way out. Cranwy was already struggling for breath, so he wouldn’t be able to run much farther anyway.

      With no other choice, she led him down another alley, straight to a safe hiding place she’d used several times in the past. To share it with someone else grated on her nature, but it seemed a better way than getting herself caught along with Cranwy.

      The small shed, nestled between two buildings, looked as abandoned as the last time Mizena saw it, and without hesitation, she opened the door. Cranwy made his way inside without an invitation, and she followed. In what seemed only a moment later, the heavy boots hit the cobblestones outside. The guards didn’t stop to inspect the shack, and soon the sound of their footsteps and voices faded.

      Mizena leaned against the wall, and Cranwy relaxed too. It would be a while before the guards stopped searching for the thieves, so they both remained silent.

      The sun was already up when Mizena finally gave Cranwy a sign and they left the shack. From a distance, merchants were already calling out their wares and prices, and a low murmur of conversations carried through the streets.

      “I owe you for saving my skin,” Cranwy said.

      Mizena nodded. Such a debt was a given, but she appreciated when others acknowledged her efforts, no matter what they were. “What were you doing there, anyway?” she asked, taking the opening. “I didn’t take you for someone who’d get mixed in thievery and murder.”

      Cranwy was one of the lowlifes haunting the port district. Burly and strong, he made his coin as a carrier for the ship captains and local merchants. On occasion, he’d intimidate other lowlifes when they owed money to someone willing to pay to get it back. Such a heist, even if a simplistic one, was not Cranwy’s regular work.

      “Lacca needed a someone to carry crates, and the pay was good.” Cranwy shrugged. “We were to pick up the goods and bring them to a place Lacca knew about. Said some Gildya woman wanted it moved, that’s all. He said no word of thieving Gildya’s stock and killing. I don’t know who the third man was.”

      “You should probably get back to the port district,” Mizena replied, though her mind wasn’t on Cranwy’s wellbeing, especially that he hardly had any useful information. “A Gildya woman” was too little to go on, and there were countless reasons why some adept was stealing from her fellow inventors. Though—Mizena’s stomach twisted when she thought of it—these weren’t some valuable resources. The woman wanted devices that could kill a lot of people, judging by the size of the crates.

      They walked onto one of the main streets, mixing with the early-morning crowd. People were already buying goods, selling them, or rushing to other parts of Kaighal, and two more passersby drew no attention.

      “I’ll see you there?” Cranwy asked.

      “I’ll be around,” she replied absent-mindedly. They were never friends, so she cared little for him or his debt. If she ever needed a favor, she’d seek him out, but until then, Cranwy could just disappear.

      As they parted, Mizena checked her surroundings out of habit. After a night of keeping watch and an unexpected chase, her body was demanding some rest, but if a good opportunity waited around a corner, rest could wait a little longer.

      Someone shouted in the distance, pointing at the sky, and Mizena looked up. A dark, winged silhouette was gliding above the city.

      “A demon!” someone shouted.

      A woman screamed, and a few people turned and ran, knocking down a merchant’s basket or two. Others—Mizena among them—were watching, some with curiosity, some with concern. The creature, no matter how fearsome it looked with its black wings and what must be massive claws, seemed uninterested in the people below. Instead, it headed straight for the High Towers.

      Mizena couldn’t help the nagging feeling this had something to do with the odd duo she used to spy on, the demonologist and her tribal companion, and a shiver ran down her spine when she realized her own actions might have become part of that plot.

      The demon landed on the hill, looking around with caution and curiosity, and for a glimpse Mizena considered that it might be the high mages’ guest. Then, in a rush of magic, a barrier rose around the High Towers, sealing them from the city and making it clear archmages did not consider the creature friendly.

      Mizena swallowed, starting to make her way down the street, away from the Towers. She could only hope that any battle that followed would not reach the rest of Kaighal.
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        * * *

      

      The fourth archmage Varessa listened to Yoreus’s speech with growing ire.

      Woken up early in the morning, she hadn’t expected the news of a demon arriving in Kaighal, and even though she had to praise the first archmage’s prompt response in raising a barrier to provide immediate protection for all the teachers and students, she’d expected to be summoned to a war meeting, not to a one-sided oration by the most pompous man Kaighal might know.

      Varessa fought to keep a sigh from escaping her mouth. She’d have even settled for being overlooked when it came to making decisions about the threat, since she had little knowledge or experience to contribute, but if the first archmages didn’t want anyone’s advice and insights, he should have presented something more elaborate than a speech with little detail and way too much rushed reassurances. The sighting of a demon in Kaighal was hardly a commonplace occurrence and deserved a swift and decisive measures. Yet their leader offered nothing but empty promises of stopping the threat by any means possible.

      Not to mention that the way the three first archmages exchanged glances suggested they knew more than they let on, and Varessa couldn’t help wondering how this event was linked to the crystal that had grown overnight in the initiation rite chamber, and the woman encased in it. Secrets might be the daily bread in the High Towers, but until now Varessa had wanted to believe that, for the good of not only the students but all people in Kaighal, they would set aside internal politics and intrigues. She might have swallowed the brief explanation of how an arcanist uncovered some sinister plot and how the first archmages decided to deal with it, but a demon circling over the city was not a matter they could conceal and deal with quietly, so the least Yoreus could do was offer some truth.

      “…Therefore, we will do anything in our power to bring the demon down.” Yoreus’s voice brought her back to reality.

      That pompous, arrogant hoyve! He’d have them all die in a blaze of magic only to match the grandeur of the founding archmages who defeated Veranesh centuries earlier. And—she looked around the room—it seemed no one was going to say a word about it.

      She stood up. “That’s not acceptable. We’re responsible for everyone, including the apprentices who can barely summon a lumisphere and all the people in Kaighal. We can’t gamble with their lives.” Biting her tongue might have been a better option, but she took pride that no insulting—even if truthful—remarks made it past her self-restraint.

      “Haven’t you heard, fourth archmage? A demon seeks to destroy the Towers!” Yoreus raised his voice, his face emanating anger. “There’s no bargain, no pleading. We fight, and we do it like the high mages of old did.”

      Except that, if tales were to be believed, the high mages of old didn’t have to actually face Veranesh, fighting him from afar. Such magic was lost to the ages, unless Yoreus and others were hiding a lot more than she suspected.

      Varessa gritted her teeth. Instead of indulging in teaching, she should have pushed for her own advancement more. Third archmage Kerl was hardly a challenge to begin with, and his drinking habits and lecherous tendencies, which he wasn’t smart enough to hide, made him even an easier target. But, of course, when Irtan stepped down, she had settled for the title of the fourth archmage and returned to the classrooms.

      Yoreus’s insistent stare made it clear that it wasn’t the time for recollections or analyzing her past mistakes. She steeled herself. Secrets or not, she would not give up so easily. “Every sentient creature, human or demon, can be reasoned with. I’m sure he is willing to negotiate.”

      “What makes you think so?” Loktra’s mocking voice made her thoughts clear. “Because he demanded our barrier down and gates open?”

      Varessa snorted. “No.” The reason Loktra had climbed so far in the High Towers’ ranks had always remained a mystery to Varessa. The woman had little knowledge and even less ambition, but perhaps other players saw her as malleable and therefore useful, or a minimal threat in a position of power. “It’s because we haven’t received a word from Gildya yet.” This once, Varessa savored using the tone she reserved for the most wisdom-resistant students. “If they aren’t concerned about a demon circling over Kaighal, it means he struck a bargain with them. And if that’s true, perhaps so could we.”

      “It also means that we’re alone,” the seventh archmage added. Until now, the middle-aged man had always remained quiet in the gatherings and seemed uncomfortable with his title, but when he spoke, he had insights to offer, contrary to his many bickering colleagues.

      Yoreus looked around them, and Varessa could swear he felt like his control of others was slipping. If only Irtan was still in charge… The old archmage was always more concerned about solving the problem than taking care of his appearances.

      “If you want to fight, then do.” She took the chance to speak before he made any final decisions. “But let me first speak to the demon and try to save our students. Their lives mean that even if we fail, there’ll be another generation of the high mages.”

      Kerl let out a short laugh. It hushed under Yoreus’s gaze, but it was enough to prove the first archmage was hiding something. Varessa glanced at Irtan sitting to the side, a pose of a jovial old teacher not interested in the youngsters’ squabbles and the troubles they brought upon themselves, but she could hardly believe he had no knowledge of others’ secrets. And the demon’s sighting was not a coincidence either. She swallowed, but she didn’t allow a bitter smile to spoil her neutral expression. If she couldn’t learn the truth from her colleagues, perhaps the demon would say something to lead her the right way. Assuming she survived the meeting.

      “Very well. Suit yourself.” The first archmage waved his hand impatiently. “Just make it quick.”

      Her jaw clenched so hard, she heard her own teeth gritting. As she was heading out of the room, Yoreus was already drawing battle plans.

      Before she left, Irtan put his hand on her arm in a reassuring gesture. “Keep your mind focused and heart calm, and you’ll be fine,” he whispered.

      He said it with such certainty that she had to take it as confirmation that he knew more than he was letting on. But then, it wasn’t the place and the time to share secrets, even if she allowed herself an illusion that the most powerful and cunning man in the Towers would be willing to impart some of the hidden knowledge to her. A fourth archmage, and one whose ambition focused on teaching, was not a partner for plots and intrigues.

      “Thank you,” she muttered, and rushed outside.

      The Towers’ corridors remained empty, with all the students gathered in study halls and given menial learning tasks aimed to keep their thoughts away from bigger concerns. Varessa took breaths as long as her strides, fighting to keep her own fear at bay, but when she reached the terrace overlooking the entrance to the Towers, she hesitated. All the tales she’d been fed told of demons as vicious and unreasonable creatures, but arcanists dealt with them all the time and made beneficial pacts. If they could speak with demons, so could she. Hushing the voice that whispered arcanists rarely dealt with demons present in the flesh, she whispered a spell that allowed her to cross the barrier protecting the Towers.

      The creature waited by the entrance, and from the height of the terrace, he seemed much smaller than the menacing, dark shadow in the sky above mere hours earlier. He still stood taller than humans, and his wings, though curled, reminded her she was not safe up above. He looked up but didn’t attack on sight, and she took it for a good sign. When she looked at his face, so humanlike and at the same time otherworldly, with its sharp features and beak-shaped nose, she found no signs of rage or other beastly qualities. Intelligence shone in the demon’s eyes, and the way his thin mouth curled revealed a cunning opponent, ruthless and cruel perhaps, but one that could control himself to achieve his goals.

      “I’m Fourth Archmage Varessa, and I wish to speak with you.”

      Within a heartbeat, his wings shot open, and he was hovering in front of her. “Fourth archmage?” The demon’s voice was deep but lacked emotion, and his long nose, shaped like a crooked beak, gave his face a sinister look. “Did they send you as an insult to me?”

      “You don’t expect the first archmage be a fool enough to step out, do you?” She couldn’t resist a jab. Then she offered the truth: “But he won’t speak with you anyway. I came out because I wish to bargain for the lives of our students.”

      A sly smile stretched the demon’s mouth. “A bargain indicates you have something to trade.”

      Varessa considered her next words. Unless she was willing to offer her colleagues’ lives in exchange, and thus become a traitor, she had nothing that could possibly interest a creature like that. Yet, so far, he’d turned out more reasonable and calmer than she expected, so a little reasoning couldn’t hurt. “You don’t care about all of them, otherwise you wouldn’t demand our surrender. Allowing those whom you do not wish to fight out of the Towers would make your goal… free of disruption. Easier to find the ones you desire to kill.”

      The demon’s expression changed, and she could swear he was bored. “So far, I don’t see any reason to keep you or your students alive, fourth archmage. You’d better give me one soon, because after centuries of entrapment, I’m not the most patient of yalari.”

      Entrapment?! If there was time, she would cling to the scrap of information the demon divulged, asking questions and prompting him to tell more, but knowledge was useless if she died trying to obtain it. “I didn’t come to bargain for my own life. I’m assuming that, as an archmage, I’m among those you wish dead. I only want to ensure safe passage for the students. Then I’ll be at your disposal.”

      The mask of boredom faded from the demon’s face, and he inspected her with renewed interest. Her instincts tugged at her, urging her to flee, and even though nothing in the demon’s posture suggested immediate danger, Varessa had a hard time keeping the appearance of a confident and composed mage.

      “Very well,” the demon said all of a sudden. “I’ll allow safe passage for anyone who wishes to leave the Towers, but all who exit will be stripped of their magic. They won’t be stealing it anymore.”

      “Stealing?” Varessa said.

      Without warning, the demon lunged forward. His clawed hand shot at her neck. Varessa’s heart tripped in its rhythm. The grip turned out gentle enough to leave her skin—and everything under it—intact, but she had no doubt death was lurking within his claws. With the speed the demon demonstrated, she wouldn’t be able to utter a single spell, if any could even prove useful in such circumstances.

      “Yes, stealing.” With his face close to hers, he inspected her. “But you didn’t know, did you?”

      He released his grip, and Varessa locked her knees to avoid collapsing. At the same time, her mind was too busy to give in to the wave of relief washing through her body. The longer the conversation with the demon lasted, the more interesting tidbits she gathered, but time was running short, and so could the demon’s patience.
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