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I










“DO YOU WANT me to see how the door feels about how long you’re taking to open it?” Neenalee asked, her teasing tone humorous but not helpful. 


“Stop distracting him,” Liadranne snapped. “Kedric is concentrating. Magical locks do not open themselves, and Kedric needs all the concentration he can get. But seriously, how is the door feeling about all of this?”


Unable to spare any of his concentration on an actual facial expression, Kedric smiled inwardly at the banter between his two friends. His arcane senses were extended into the still locked and closed library door. This door was an interesting puzzle of interlocking spells that used one another for support. If he untangled them in the wrong order, something bad was likely to happen. This secretly excited the young wizard, as anything he could find after his years of tutelage at the Collegia Magica that stretched his arcane abilities was a breath of fresh air. 


In contrast to the exhilaration that he felt internally, the night air was stale and unmoving. The pale moonlight shone down on them through a sky that was slightly muddled by the breezeless night, leaving the atmosphere with a heavy and hanging quality that called attention to every small movement and every tiny sound. That was the real reason Kedric wanted everyone present to be quiet. His concentration was not broken very easily, but any errant sounds might betray them to the nighttime guardians of the library grounds. 


 This side entrance to the library had not been opened in years, perhaps decades, and was heavily fortified not only by a heavy iron lock of clever devices but also by a bevy of arcane wards, locks, and traps. It was obvious to Kedric that the Collegia staff never wanted this door to be opened, which only fueled his desire to open it all the more. 


“Well,” Neenalee continued, feigning frustration with Kedric, “I still don’t think he can do it. If he could, it wouldn’t have taken this long.”


“Shhhh!” Pollard quietly hissed. 


Kedric appreciated Pollard’s attempt to remind them all to remain quiet, but Neenalee appeared to take Pollard’s reproach as an invitation instead of a warning.


“What’s the point, anyway, if he can’t get us inside the door?” Neenalee continued. 


“Please stop talking,” Liadranne sighed. 


“She has a point, though,” Kaliarine said, joining the conversation for the first time, proving to Kedric that she, too, had no self-control when it mattered. Kedric never much liked Kaliarine, but Liadranne insisted on bringing her other friend along on their nighttime library infiltration attempt.


“Yes, she would,” Kedric said suddenly, breaking his long silence. “If the physical lock wasn’t about to be...” He paused and waited for a small click from inside the door. “Opened.”


Kedric opened his eyes to see Liadranne staring at him with her signature expression of skepticism, and the much harder glares of Neenalee and Kiliarine joined hers. With the understanding that came from years of friendship and good-natured banter, Kedric returned their surprise looks with a simple smile.Behind Kedric, Pollard quietly chuckled to himself. 


“Never doubted it,” Pollard whispered. 


“Never thought you did,” Kedric said. 


“And the magical one?” Kaliarine asked. This time Liadranne elbowed her to be quiet, and the two girls exchanged mischievous grins. 


“Obviously that one is next,” Kedric said softly. “Show’s not over just yet.”


Kaliarine responded by putting her hands on her hips and bobbing her head, signaling for Kedric to continue his demonstration.


Kedric flicked his wrist, his hand contorting into an ancient and almost forgotten sigil of power, a rarity among the Collegia Magica and even less so among its students. Looks of recognition showed in the faces of Pollard and Liadranne, but the others were clueless as to the meaning of Kedric’s gesture. A short bolt of blue lightning flew out from Kedric’s hand and hit the door. Then, nothing happened. 


For several long moments, the five students stared at the door. Pollard wore a look of fascination as he waited for whatever Kedric set in motion to play out. Liadranne and Neenalee exchanged looks of resolved purpose, anticipation on their faces, while the doubter, Kaliarine, rolled her eyes. 


“Well, that’s just—” Kaliarine began, but Kedric’s hand contorted quickly up into another shape as he held up his other hand for her to be silent. 


From inside the door, they all heard the buzzing of ward spells being systematically dispelled, their magics falling away into the ether, followed by a slight droning that was short-lived but audible to anyone who happened to be nearby. All the students looked around to make sure they weren’t about to receive unexpected visitors. When the last of the hissing and buzzing noises faded, the library’s final mechanical lock issued forth a final click, and the door budged slightly from its fixed position against the frame. 


Kedric walked over to the library door and placed a hand on it, gently pushing it open. The door let out a soft, moaning creak as it was pushed open, allowing the moonlight to illuminate the stone floor on the other side. Kedric turned back to the group with a confident grin.


“Yeah, yeah,” Liadranne teased, “gloat later. That was technically the easiest part.”


“Hey,” Kedric said, “don’t take away my victory. That door was really closed.”


“Yeah,” Neenalee said, crossing her arms. “Kedric the Opener of Doors is just the title for you.”


Kedric did his best to look insulted but could not help smiling at his new title. He nodded his head toward the interior of the library and gestured with a hand for the ladies to enter. The others silently moved into the darkened structure. After Pollard followed them through the door, Kedric followed last and closed it, leaving no trace of their passing for anyone to find. The door closed silently, graciously not protesting as it had when opened. The moonlight disappeared and cast the entry chamber into almost total darkness. The windows in the hall beyond were shuttered and allowed nothing of the moon’s glow past them into the library.


Undeterred by the darkness, Kedric stepped into the middle of the bunch and took out a small crystal orb from beneath his robe. Uttering a few quiet words, he held it before him, and moments later it blazed to life in a small nova of cascading blue light that just as quickly died down to a soft, glowing ember, illuminating the immediate area around the five figures. All of them pulled back their hoods, each momentarily entranced by the dancing of the light emitted from the orb. Two young men and three young ladies, all possessed acute arcane power and cunning in their eyes, a focus that was now bent on the task at hand. 


“We’re going to get caught,” Pollard said, tilting his head. “That thing is way too flashy.”


Kedric held up the orb and considered it, considering Pollard’s comment, “Yes, you are probably right. A few candles would have done just as well, I suppose.”


“Now is not the time to get pensive about your choice of lighting,” Liadranne said.


“We have to make sure we take notes about what to do the next time we sneak into a warded and secured building in the dead of night, otherwise we won’t learn anything,” Kedric protested. 


Kedric and Pollard looked at each other and shrugged. Liadranne rolled her eyes and motioned for the rest to follow her.


“This way,” Liadranne said quickly. “Mind if I take the lead, Kedric?” 


Without waiting for a reply, Liadranne swiftly took the orb from Kedric’s hand, a motion that Kedric was barely able to follow, flourished her robe, and turned, moving swiftly out into the main library and into the stacks. The other two girls quickly followed her, leaving Kedric and Pollard behind. 


“Don’t suppose you have another one?” Pollard asked. 


“No,” Kedric said. Had Pollard been looking toward him, he would have seen in Kedric’s eyes a momentary flash of the same blue light that emitted from the orb, which faded just as quickly as it appeared. Kedric extended his arcane sense out into the dark. The orb of light that Liadranne now carried was useful, no doubt, but other things lurked in the library at night. Things Kedric would rather not have sneak up on them. 


“I guess we follow now,” Kedric said, and the two boys followed the fading glow darting among the stacks. 


Kedric was unfamiliar with this particular part of the library. The sections they walked past contained tomes, bound books, and several whole rows of even older scrolls, focused on the magical properties of herbs and other plants as well as the characteristics of all manner of creatures, both magical and mundane. Of these topics, Kedric had only a basic knowledge and a less than mild interest. He respected those who studied them, but those areas of knowledge had yet to captivate him in an academic way. 


Kedric and Pollard caught up to the rest of the students after passing a half dozen more rows of shelves that stretched up toward the vaulted ceilings, nearly thirty feet in the air above them. Kedric looked up toward the ceiling more than once as he walked as if expecting to see something suddenly materialize in the darkness and leap out at them. But nothing did. He would not have been surprised if something had, as the tales of students going missing in the library at night were as old as the Collegia itself. Part of him hoped that some of the tales might be true, and that he would have a chance to encounter something spectacular in the dark. 


“Do you think the rumors about students disappearing here at night are true?” Kedric asked as they stepped lightly to catch up with the girls. 


“Now why do you have to say things like that when it’s already creepy to go there at night?” Pollard asked. 


“Come now, Poll,” Kedric had responded, clapping his fellow student on the back, “without any sense of danger, can it really be considered an adventure?”


Despite the gloom, Kedric knew the face Pollard gave him in response and that he would likely be paying for his glib dismissal of the dangers they flirted with once Pollard got a chance to mess with Kedric’s study notes. Quite the expert in runic magics, Pollard had over the years taken to “testing” Kedric, as he put it, by placing runic ward encryptions on Kedric’s personal study journals. It was a fun game for Pollard, but Kedric would never give his friend the satisfaction of knowing that he also enjoyed the challenges. 


“They’ve stopped up ahead,” Kedric said quietly. 


“How do you—” Pollard’s question was cut off as Kedric quickly stepped backward mid-stride and clapped a hand over Pollard’s mouth.


Pollard began to protest, but Kedric shushed him with a short hiss of breath. Ahead, the faint blue orb had stopped moving, and Kedric heard voices. 


“Just what are you ladies doing in the library at this time of night?” a matriarchal-sounding voice asked. 


Pollard looked up at Kedric, and there was just enough light for them to exchange a look of concern. The Order of the Librarium Nocturnus was a sacred and secretive sect of the Collegia’s staff. Only the Mistress of the Night, the head of the order, was occasionally seen outside the library, and little was known of them among the students and majority of the Collegia’s professors.


“Lady Liadranne!” the Nocturne’s shout pierced the total silence of the library, dying swiftly as the stacks absorbed it. Kedric was sure the library echoed more during the day. 


“Nocturne,” Liadranne responded. Kedric’s arcane sense felt a characteristic and stalwart calmness in Liadranne’s thoughts. She might have been surprised, but being intercepted by a Nocturne was nothing they did not plan for. As they discussed beforehand, an obstacle such as this would have to be dealt with swiftly, and before any of the rest of the order could be alerted to their presence. That was part of what the orb was for, even though Kedric had not told anyone. The light carried with it a slight enchantment that was supposed to muddle the senses of anyone who beheld it and was not in their party. Why the enchantment seemed to have not worked on the Nocturne, Kedric did not know, but he was now unfortunately even more intrigued by the secrets of their order.


“Lady Liadranne,” the Nocturne responded, “this is highly irregular. You will have to be reported to the mistress, and she—”


“That will not be necessary,” Liadranne interrupted.


“I beg your pardon, but—” the Nocturne began, but Liadranne cut her off again.


“I have permission to be here,” Liadranne said, “and our passing is nothing of note or concern and requires no mention or mind, keeper of the library.” 


Her voice was soft and comforting. Kedric remained motionless as he watched Liadranne use a special arcane ability that even he had only rarely witnessed before. A legacy blood-inherited ability that affected the mind and influenced the desires of those upon who it was used, Liadranne’s mastery of the Cymrils’ arcane power was already advanced. As she spoke, Kedric felt a slight tingle in his own mind as Liadranne’s arcane power leaked outward to encompass the area. 


“She’s…” Pollard whispered, his eyebrows raised in the question that formed in his mind. 


Kedric cut him off with a nod and raised a finger to his lips. Pollard got the message and shut his mouth. Liadranne was casting some kind of charm on the Nocturne, which was all Pollard needed to know. It was a bold move, as Kedric saw it, considering how the Nocturne had seen right past his orb’s enchantment. But Liadranne was always bold. It was part of why Kedric admired and loved her practically from the moment he heard her speak for the first time. When he later learned she felt the same way, it was the best day of Kedric’s life.


That did not mean that Kedric was not annoyed that his spell had failed where hers was working. While they may have been an item, that did nothing to quell the competitive nature in either of them, and they often found themselves pitted against one another at the top of classes for highest marks and honors. It was a contest that Kedric was often just as happy to lose as he was to win. 


Kedric and Pollard moved quietly to the corner of a stack row and peered around it with quiet and eagerly interested eyes. The Nocturne stood before the three companions, holding a small candelabra with three lit candles on it. Her face drooped slightly in an expression Kedric often saw from those on whom magical effects were taking their hold. 


“Yes, my Lady,” the Nocturne said quietly. “I have much work to do. Nothing to see here. Just my imagination.”


The Nocturne’s voice was low now, repeating her instructions as Liadranne had given them. After a few more moments, Liadranne turned back to look at Kedric and Pollard. The two boys moved around the corner and walked toward the girls. 


Neither boy said a word as they joined the group. The Nocturne quietly shuffled away, looking up and down the rows as if she had lost something and was attempting to find where she had put it. Kedric watched her for a moment, long enough for the Nocturne to turn back toward them. The librarian’s eyes met Kedric’s, but she did not see him and simply turned to walk between two rows of large bookshelves, mumbling to herself in a language Kedric was not familiar with. 


“I hope you didn’t—” Kedric began. 


“Oh, no,” Liadranne interrupted him. “She’ll be just fine after she finds a bed to sleep in. I went easy on her. Didn’t go full power this time.”


“This time?” Kedric asked, but Liadranne smiled and tilted her head, making her long, golden hair flutter to the side before she turned and proceeded on her path. 






Kedric shook his head and followed along with the rest of their group. He did not fully understand Liadranne’s blood lineage ability, but he wondered if the Cymril family had used it to gain their prestige and power within Senture over the centuries. It would certainly make sense. Not everyone in their family could have been as known for their dedication to justice as Liadranne’s father was. 


“Come,” Liadranne said over her shoulder to the rest of them, “it’s not much farther.”


“And now that we’re here and committed,” Kedric said, moving up beside Liadranne as they walked through the once more quiet and dark library, “are you going to tell me exactly what you brought us here for? You’ve been uncharacteristically coy about the details of what you hope to find here, and I’ve trusted you to tell me, to tell us, when the time was right. I think we’re nearing that time, though, right? I mean, I know I’m not intimately familiar with this part of the library, but I do know that the restricted section is practically this whole floor of the library. But we seem to be headed straight for the circulation desk at the center of the library, unless my sense of direction is off.”


Liadranne turned her head slightly and raised an eyebrow, a look of amusement on her face. She looked forward again and let out a playful sigh.


“Very well, Kedric,” Liadranne said. “No point in holding off on the surprise any longer. Yes, we’re after something a little more interesting than one of your precious musty tomes of ancient arcane knowledge that I always find you shoulders deep in.”


“And what is that?” Kedric asked. 


The amused look returned to Liadranne’s face, “We’re after the Collegia’s most guarded secret, Kedric. Tonight we get to see the Paldarinne Crystal.”


“That’s, no. That can’t be,” Kedric said, as he worked out how this could be possible. “That artifact was said to be destroyed a thousand years ago.”


Liadranne shook her head. “Well, I found out that it wasn’t. It was hidden away, its power kept concealed behind a runic door in the core of Senture, which is…”


“The central pillar of the library,” Kedric finished for her. 


“But why not tell me? And how did you find out about it? And how did I not?” Kedric’s mind raced after all the possibilitieshe could think of concerning Liadranne’s secret reveal. 


“That’s exactly why,” Liadranne said. “You’re already spiraling with questions.”


Kedric stopped and looked at her with an indignant expression, “What’s your point?”


“You know, Kedric…” Liadranne said, stopping mid-thought and moving closer to him. Kedric smelled the mixed aromas of cinnamon and lavender in her hair as she leaned in closer to him. Their faces inches apart, Kedric maintained his composure and did not break his position, no matter how badly he wanted to lean in and nuzzle the warmth of her neck, or kiss the smooth skin there, no matter how much Liadranne’s sparkling eyes beckoned him, the blue hue turning her usual cool, gray eyes to a color that reminded Kedric of a shifting tidal deep, blue and gray and all the colors in between all at once. He found the combination alluring, even more so than usual. 


“You’re still not as clever as you think you are,” Liadranne finished her thought. The close proximity of their bodies held their positions, neither reaching out or stepping to close the distance.


“Yes, I am,” Kedric said, refusing to give in the battle of wills, his mouth flexing into a lopsided grin that oozed with a charisma that even Liadranne found incredibly difficult to resist. 


Liadranne’s eyes narrowed as she broke first, and she sighed heavily in frustration. Willpower was one thing, but Kedric was stubborn at the most inconvenient of times. She stepped back, and Kedric noticed the others had kept a respectful distance behind them, likely fearing Liadranne’s reaction if they interrupted the couple’s banter. 


“Ugh, Kedric,” Liadranne said in a huff, taking a few steps back and shaking off the effect Kedric had on her. “I swear, you’re using some kind of enchantment magic every time you use that stupid grin of yours.”


Kedric held up his hands and shrugged, a look of painful innocence on his face, “I swear I’m not. What you feel that I do to you is all me, my Lady.”


“Eww,” Kaliarine said, breaking into the conversation, clear disgust in her voice. “You two seriously need a room right now.”


Liadranne shot her friend a piercing look that made the other girl cower slightly, but the look was soon replaced by one of mirthful pride. 


“You’re just jealous that with Kedric off the market, all you have to swoon over is…” Liadranne looked briefly at Pollard before finishing her thought, “...the leftovers.”


Kedric and Pollard both cringed as she said it, and for the same reason. Pollard was from noble blood, too, and was considered by many to be one of the most sought-after bachelors from Senture to Gellinsmoore. While Kedric, by contrast, while also of a noble and magical bloodline, came from a family with a more notorious past, known much more for taking unpopular political stances than for gaining status.


Kaliarine, who had harbored a ridiculously intense crush on Pollard since their first year at the Collegia turned her gaze to find him shyly attempting to avoid her attentions. Every student at the Collegia knew of Kaliarine’s attempts to lay claim to Pollard, but he had never shown interest in the—objectively, Kedric noted—very attractive and desirable heir to a sizable and rich estate. Kedric guessed the problem had to do with her personality, which was most people’s problem with her. While Liadranne tended not to abuse the prestige that came with her family name, Kaliarine often reminded everyone present that she was their social better. Once, Kedric had asked Liadranne why she had such a terrible best friend, and Liadranne had only insisted that not everyone knew the real Kaliarine, and that the attitude was just a facade. 


Neenalee, however, had confided in Kedric that that was definitely not the case. Of the five in the room, Neenalee and Kedric had the oldest relationship. Their families were acquainted, at least they had been while Kedric’s mother had still been alive, and the two had found common ground all throughout their early years and now as students at the Collegia. While nothing romantic had ever started between them, much to the relief of Neenalee’s brother Charles, who did not like Kedric much for some reason, Liadranne had taken a liking to her the moment Kedric introduced them. 


“Keep trying, I guess?” Liadranne said to Kaliarine, who was clearly now sidetracked by her endless quest to win over Pollard’s affections. 


“Can we please just move on?” Pollard asked. 


“Yes,” Kedric agreed. 


Liadranne turned and walked down another row, striding quickly toward an interior wall. Kedric and the others silently followed. Pollard looked more dour as they walked, but Kedric had no time to consult with his friend as they were all abruptly coming to a stop in front of a door on the wall. 


It was old and blocking the path to one of the oldest parts of the library. The fortress of knowledge that was the Collegia Magica had been built out and up over the centuries, with the original interior layers and floors lost behind walls that sealed off chambers and stairways that led to corridors that none would tread again. In his early days at the college, Kedric had looked into the materials and builders’ notes on the library building itself, but his research was eventually stymied and then halted by the council and his professors. He learned then that the library likely contained the real secrets of this place, and not the main castle. But in the years since his inquiries were stamped down, Kedric had continued to catalog and notate anything he noticed or found written down about the building. The magic in this place was ancient, more ancient than all the rest of Senture. 


“Well…” Liadranne said, motioning to the door expectantly. 


Kedric and Pollard exchanged looks. 


“Well, what?” Kedric asked. “It’s a door.”


“Try to be mature for once, please, Kedric,” Liadranne sighed. “I know you see it.”


Kedric raised an eyebrow and looked at Liadranne with a piercing gaze for a moment before turning his attention to the door. Yes, of course he saw it. An ancient rune guarded this door—a ward of such immense power and arcane precision that Kedric was unsure he had ever encountered anything like it. Invisible to the naked eye, only someone with a proper magical attunement to the arcane energies that surround all of the material world would be able to detect it. 


“So, it’s a rune,” Kedric said. 


Pollard moved closer to the door, squinting as he approached, “Yeah. And it’s really old. Like, older than anything else here. It’s nothing like our magic, the arcane spells or runic wards we use today, Kedric, and I know you see that, too.”


By “our” magic, Pollard was referring to the magic of wizards, or mages as some called them. Those who can learn to harness the arcane energies that flow through everything in the world, and bend the energies to their will, become wizards. 


“Dwarven,” Kedric said, and Pollard nodded in agreement. 


Liadranne, Neenalee, and Kaliarine exchanged looks of various levels of surprise. Kedric noticed this exchange and turned to speak to them, leaving Pollard to do his thing. 


“You didn’t know?” Kedric asked. 


“It never occurred to any of us, Kedric the Smart,” Neenalee quipped. “It’s not like anything of that sort is even taught at the Collegia Magica anymore.”


Pollard tapped Kedric lightly on the shoulder to get him to turn back around to face the door and consult on the matter, “You see that? Attempt markers. On the third row of energy circles extending from the fifth quint-section of the rune puzzle.”


Kedric nodded. He was right to insist that Pollard be brought along on this venture. While he understood rudimentary runic magic, Pollard was the one who had dived into it after they figured out how to access the restricted tomes section without leaving a magical trace, shortly into their second year at the college. 


“Someone has tried to remove this ward before,” Kedric said. “And recently. You didn’t come here before and try, did you?”


Liadranne shook her head. “No. When we realized that the door would be protected by dwarven runes, we knew there was no point without calling in the experts.”


“Expert,” Kedric corrected, holding up a finger and nodding in Pollard’s direction. “Even I admit I am a novice at this compared to Pollard.”


“We know,” Neenalee teased. “That’s why we asked you to bring him.”


Kedric’s face drooped as he pretended to be hurt by Neenalee’s comment, but he knew, as an empath, she would be able to tell that her comment had been received with a good nature. She rolled her eyes and shook her head, Kedric well aware that he would never be able to fool her. 


“It’s just as well anyway. The unlock dispells that Kedric used on the door are useless here,” Pollard said, his gaze fixed on the rune. 


“Yeah,” Liadranne said. “We figured that much out.”


“Liadranne, this is a serious ward, far beyond most things Pollard and I have ever encountered,” Kedric said. “Are you sure you want to find out what’s on the other side of it?”


“But, Kedric,” Liadranne said, her voice now carrying a slight mocking tone, “you know what’s on the other side.”


“Yes,” Kedric said, “and if that’s true, then it will be an incredibly dangerous viewing of a very pretty stone.” 


“What difference does it make how dangerous it is?” Kaliarine asked. 


Pollard and Kedric sighed in unison and stepped back from the door. 


“The difference is that this may be the most dangerous thing Kedric and I have ever attempted,” Pollard said. 


“So you can’t open it?” Neenalee asked. 


“We can,” Kedric said. He had no idea where Pollard was in the process, but he needed to keep the girls talking. It was now painfully obvious that they had told Pollard and him next to nothing about the real challenges they would be facing tonight. First the Nocturna, and now a dwarven rune blocking their path. This was way past something any average student would be up to.


“Oh, fine then,” Liadranne said, breaking the moments of silence between the boys and the girls. “Kedric, I know you want the challenge, and I thought this would make a special gift, solving a puzzle where so many have tried before and failed. And I know Pollard loves runes.”


“You could have just told me before, you know,” Kedric said.


“Would you have agreed to come even this far if I had?” Liadranne asked. 


It was a fair question, but he would have. The challenge of getting into a forbidden part of the library, especially now that he got to witness the rare sight of Lady Liadranne using her rumored, but before tonight unsubstantiated, powers of persuasion, would have been too much to pass up


“I’m not saying yes or no,” Kedric said, “but we could have been much better prepared for something like this.” 


“So? What’s it going to be?” Liadranne asked, this time with more urgency.


“Okay, fine,” Pollard said before Kedric could answer.


Without waiting for a response, Pollard walked over to the door and placed both of his hands on the rune. His fingers stretched out to touch and connect certain parts of the patterns inscribed into the iron and wood. Kedric watched as Pollard moved his fingers from connection point to connection point. He had never seen anything like this before and had no idea that Pollard’s knowledge of such things ran so deeply. The others watched, transfixed in the same fascination as Kedric. 


The rune suddenly blazed to life, emitting a cold white light that threw the darkened library into a brisk and stark brightness. Kedric sensed the danger too late, and he moved toward Pollard. 


“No!” Pollard shouted. “It was a trap! You have to get out of here. Go!”


“What do you mean?” Liadranne yelled out. 


The white light was now accompanied by a droning tone that was steadily moving up in pitch. Kedric realized too late that it was a timer, a gathering of local dormant energies that had been laid down in the stone surrounding the door for such an occasion.


“Wait…no,” Kedric heard himself saying, unsure what could be done in this moment, for Pollard or for any of the rest of them. 


“Go, Kedric,” Pollard said, and Kedric realized that he heard his friend’s voice in his head rather than in his ear.


Kedric shook his head, but Pollard held his gaze as he held his hands on the door, attempting to hold off the raw arcane energy seeping through the runes. 


It was a magical bomb, set to go off. Pollard had made a mistake. But how? Kedric watched the whole time. It made no sense. Everything was right. Until it wasn’t. 


Liadranne and the other girls turned to run, but it was too late. 


Before Kedric could think of a way out, the door, the rune, and Pollard exploded in a magical flash that sounded like the rush of a waterfall breaking through the ice during a spring thaw. The magical impact was more painful than anything Kedric had ever experienced, and he reacted on pure instinct. 


Drawing on the arcane energies around him, Kedric pulled his consciousness to a distant yet familiar place and disappeared from the library in a flash of blue light that contrasted the cold white of the rune’s explosion, leaving the others behind to die in a tidal wave of energy that destroyed everything in its path. 













II






KEDRIC JOLTED AWAKE, sitting upright in his bed and throwing off his heavy blanket in one fluid motion. Breathing heavily, his vision slowly started to focus on the room around him, the familiar sights of his personal chambers revealing themselves past the misty specters of the fading dream in the dim glow of the earliest morning light. Kedric sat there for several moments, allowing his breathing to slow as the sweat that covered his body grew cold. He had still not completely drawn himself out of the nightmare when he heard a knock at the door. 


“Yes,” he managed to say. His voice sounded raspy and impatient. 


After a brief moment, the door opened only slightly as one of the castle’s maids, Kyanna as he recalled, poked her head into the room. Her eyes briefly fell on Kedric and then quickly averted to the window as she stammered out an apology. 


“I’m…s-sorry, m’lord,” she said. “I’ve been knocking for several minutes, ya see.”


Kedric looked down at his bare torso and swung his legs out of the bed, grabbing the bed robe that rested on a chair nearby. Putting on the robe, he motioned for the maid to come into the room.


“It’s okay, Kyanna,” he said, his voice much softer. “I was—”


“You was havin’ the nightmare again, weren’tcha, m’lord?” Kyanna said, and then she suddenly gasped, clasping her hands to her mouth as if she had just uttered a terrible curse that there was now no way to take back. 


Kedric sighed, but his expression did not sour. He simply stared out the window. Mostly frosted by the early morning air, Kedric was sure that the portent peddlers were correct and that the deep snows would come early to Gillenvaln this year. Beyond the castle, miles away, he could see the farmlands of the northern farthings. The farmers would be hard at work bringing in the last of the late crops, hoping that the weather wards established by the local hedge wizards would hold out just long enough against the nightly freezes. 


“You wanted to tell me something,” Kedric finally said. Kyanna still stood motionless, waiting for a reaction from the wizard. He felt the mental tension in the room break and drain away as Kyanna realized he was not angry with her for mentioning his nightmares. 


“Yes, m’lord,” she said, any leftover trepidation from her misstep already bleeding away. “His lordship wants to see you in the main dining hall as soon as you’re up.”


Kedric raised an eyebrow at this. King Henro Paliffan did not usually attend to any business until after his morning meal. For the king to call for Kedric early meant that something was amiss. An uneasy feeling crept into the edges of Kedric’s consciousness. Departures from established routines in a royal court rarely met with favorable outcomes, and in his years at Henro’s court, that adage had proved especially accurate. 


“Very well,” Kedric said. 


Kyanna, satisfied that her task was finished, bowed slightly and did not wait for any further word from Kedric before turning and exiting, closing the door smartly behind her. Kedric continued to stare out the window for several moments before doing anything else. The view out the window always disturbed him, especially on the cold crystal-clear mornings like today. The serenity of such scenes always lied, and he wondered what lies this morning’s scenes told him even now. 






Kedric dressed and made his way down to the breakfast hall. Several of the castle staff stepped to the side as he approached, allowing him to swiftly pass and them to return to their duties. Castle Vallum operated on a schedule, and Kedric was not being rude by barely acknowledging the staff, the cooks, the maid, the stable boys, and pages running about as they carried out the silent and invisible work of running the estate. He simply had no reason to delay them in their tasks any more than necessary with the simple act of passing by them. Almost everyone at the castle gave him the right of way in the halls, not wanting to run the risk of delaying or disturbing the King’s Wizard, and Kedric had done little over the years to dissuade such behavior. 


When it came to the king’s court, however, Kedric was seldom as fortunate. As with the man Kedric now approached, most of the members of Henro’s court apparently considered it their noble duty to delay, distract, and otherwise attempt to flummox the wizard as he strode about on his own business. 


“Ahoy! Kedric!” the man said as Kedric closed to conversational distance. 


Kedric flashed the man a look of open disdain, “Crocher.”


“Count Crocher,” the man corrected. 


“What do you want?” Kedric asked, unsuccessfully attempting to sidestep the count.


“We need to discuss the troubles farther north, wizard,” Crocher said. “The wild tribes are getting more venturous, and it’s taking a toll on my men-at-arms brigades to keep them contained.”


Kedric frowned, “This sounds like a problem for the council, Crocher.”


“Count Crocher. And yes, normally I would agree, but, well, you see, there are reports from certain places in my lands that the wild tribes might have some supernatural help now,” Crocher continued. 


“Supernatural help?” Kedric asked. 


“You know,” Crocher’s voice dropped as he moved closer to Kedric. The wizard took a step back, annoyed at the attempted intimation from the count. “Your kind of thing.”


“My kind of thing?” Kedric asked. 


Kedric enjoyed the guilty pleasure of being purposefully obtuse with most of the court nobles. There were a few whom he liked and thought well of, but Count Crocher was not one of them. As the noble of standing from the northernmost borderland county of Wintertide, Crocher was most often seen in court lobbying for the strengthening of the kingdom’s northern border, which was something that Kedric could not deal with this morning. 


“You know,” Crocher said with a look of disconnected annoyance as he pulled back and raised his voice. “Wizard things.”


Kedric sighed. 


“Very fascinating, Crocher, but I’m afraid I don’t have time for your border disputes today. The king has requested I see him before he has finished his morning meal, and I don’t want to be late.”


Kedric deftly stepped to the side and continued on his way, but to his chagrin, Crocher quickly fell into step beside him on the way to the breakfast hall. 


“Was there a hint of ambiguity in what I said, Crocher?” Kedric asked. 


“Count Crocher, and not at all Kedric,” Crocher said as they both approached the door to the breakfast hall. 


A page standing watch at the door drew it open as the two approached, and Crocher quickly stepped ahead of Kedric to ensure that he would be the first through the doorway. Kedric followed the count into the breakfast hall with a raised eyebrow. Crocher was pushing it today, and barging in on the king’s breakfast might be a bit too brash, even for a count so garish as Crocher.


King Henro’s breakfasting hall contained only two other people apart from Crocher and Kedric—King Henro and the king’s Page, Rann. The king noticed Crocher and Kedric enter and waved for them to come over to the table. 


“Ah, good. You’ve arrived together. That will make this easier,” Henro said between bites of breakfast cakes. Henro was not an overly large man, but he was as robust as the lifestyle that he lived, and Kedric had long since discerned that the amount of food the monarch ingested was almost certainly counteracted by the activity of his day. Unlike many royals, Henro was an active king, always on the move. 


Kedric frowned slightly at Crocher’s admittance to the meeting, immediately suspecting that something was amiss. The two men approached the king and bowed their heads in an abbreviated, bordering on informal manner that Kedric always felt would not have passed in courts farther south. But as the king was not currently in his court and sitting on his throne, this was usually considered acceptable in order to move along matters of business where decorum might otherwise slow down the proceedings. 


“Your Majesty,” Crocher added as he bowed. “I ran into Kedric on my way to answer your summons and attempted to catch him up on the issue.”


Kedric’s brow furrowed as he glanced at Crocher and then to Henro, who had his gaze fixed on the wizard. Kedric immediately softened his expression, and the king pretended not to notice. 


“Yes, all well and good, then,” Henro said. “So, then, you agree, Kedric?”


Kedric took a moment to answer before revealing that he had no idea what the king was talking about, “Agree with what again, my lord?”


“That my problem needs attention, of course,” Crocher butted in.


“Yes,” Henro said before Kedric could respond. “I think it’s the best idea, considering the situation.”


“What idea?” Kedric asked. 


“That you’ll return north with Crocher and root out this supernatural…thing…that the northern tribes have allied with,” Henro said, a look of bemusement creeping into his face. 


Henro knew Kedric did not like Crocher, and while being the King’s Wizard did afford him a general degree of latitude when interacting with the court, Kedric was under the authority of the king while he served him. Henro had never hidden that he found this hilarious and used his position to make Kedric as uncomfortable as possible in certain situations when it amused the king. 


This was turning into one of those situations. 


“Your Majesty…” Kedric opened his mouth and stopped for a short breath, immediately thinking better of his original response. 


“Yes?” Henro said. 


“I will confer further with Crocher—”


“Count Crocher…” Crocher interjected.


“...before we decide on a plan of action,” Kedric continued, ignoring the count as usual. 


“The action has been settled upon!” the king responded with an almost gleeful tone. “You will return with Count Crocher to Wintertide Keep and figure out how to best combat this new threat to our northern border. How you do it, I really do not care. And you leave immediately.”


And that was the final word on the subject. Kedric did not attempt to hide his annoyance, with either the king or the count. Further discussion would not get him anywhere, and now he had to prepare for a journey north, with winter approaching no less. 


Kedric swiftly bowed his head, “Your Majesty. Crocher.”


“Count Crocher…” he heard behind him as he swiftly exited the room. 






Before he had made it ten steps down the hallway, he heard a voice behind him. 


“Kedric!” Crocher called out. 


The wizard turned on his heel and flashed the count a look of disdain. The count recoiled for a moment before regaining his composure and smiling at the wizard. 


“Come now, Kedric,” Crocher began. “There’s no reason for this joint venture to get off on the wrong foot. No doubt, I realize, that I am prying you away from some magical experiment or dusty library research dive, or whatever else it is you have devised to waste the king’s resources and time. But the real world of the kingdom actually needs you now, wizard, and I for one hope that you live up to the reputation you’ve made for yourself here. I, myself, have never actually seen you in action, unless you call stomping around the castle halls part of your duties as the King’s Wizard. I say this adventure might do you some good, for whatever it’s worth. I’m not the only noble who thinks you’re a waste of time, you know.”


Kedric let the man finish before responding, “I have a lot to get to before we leave, Crocher.”


“Count Crocher, and yes, I suspect you do, Kedric, but before you get to that I need you to know one more thing,” the count replied. 


“And what’s that?” Kedric asked. 


The count smiled a devilish grin as if he had somehow got one up on the wizard and was reveling in the moment. “I have friends down south, you see, Kedric. Friends who know who you are, what you did, what you’re running from,” Crocher said, his tone shifting from noble haughtiness to threatening condescension. 


Kedric’s expression did not change at the count’s words, “Well, that may be, Crocher—”


“Count Crocher.”


“—But King Henro has put your fate in my hands this time. While you may think you’ve wormed your way into getting what you want, don’t think for one moment that I’m working for you. Now, I’ll be about my business. I’ll let you know when I’m ready to leave. Good morning, Crocher.”


Kedric again swiftly turned and could not stifle a grin at the count calling out once in protest, “COUNT Crocher!”













III






“IT’S A DEMON, ain’t it?”


The farmer leered over the decaying vegetables as Kedric leaned over closer to the ground and sniffed the dirt. The dirt smelled of decay, it was true. But there was no trace of sulfur or spice, the usual telltale signs of demonic presence. No, the cursed vegetables had not been touched by demons. Kedric sat on his heels and stared up at the farmer. The older man was sun-worn, his skin thick with calluses underneath tattered but dignified clothes. Kedric immediately admired the man for his years and his stern demeanor in the face of forces he did not understand. 


“No,” Kedric said, his tone firm but hopeful, “it was not demons. Of that I can assure you.”


The farmer snorted and waved his hand at Kedric, turning away as he began walking from the field toward the farmhouse. Kedric quickly stood up, ignoring the slight tossed in his direction. The rural folk of the northlands tended to stick by their superstitions, and blaming most blights on demons was as commonplace as the roaming monsters that Kedric knew stalked the nearby woods. Which was to say that it could be just as likely. 


But in this case, it was neither. 


“It may not be demons,” Kedric repeated as he caught up to the farmer, “but that does not mean I cannot help you.”


Another snort from the farmer told Kedric the man’s patience was getting thin. He decided to get to the point. 


“It is magic, though,” Kedric said. The farmer stopped in his tracks, and Kedric noticed a visible shiver run up the man’s spine.


“Ya don’t gotta be the King’s Wizard ta know that,” the farmer said, not turning to look at Kedric. 


“Apparently not,” Kedric replied. 


“Can you save the crops?” the farmer asked. 


“I do not know yet, Latner,” Kedric said. 


Latner turned his head toward Kedric and nodded grimly, appreciating the wizard’s honesty. 


“At least you don’t try to cover up the truth to try to look better,” Latner said. “The last one said he could handle it, took our payment, and we never saw him again. The wife is the only reason I sent word into town to ask you to take a look when news reached us another wizard was at the keep. We’re not expecting much, mind you, and we can pay even less now, with what the other one done to us.”


Kedric nodded his understanding.


“Payment won’t be necessary,” Kedric said. 


An astonished look came to the farmer’s eyes. “I don’t understand,” Latner said, a wave of nervousness entering his voice.


“I’m only here to find out what happened to the previous wizard,” Kedric told the farmer. 


“I done already told ya. Weren’t you listening? He done run off with our gold.” Latner’s voice began to rise. 


“No,” Kedric quietly, his voice not rising to meet the farmer’s, “he didn’t. He’s dead.”


The farmer’s eyes widened, and he looked around the empty field, his eyes darting from the woods to the village in the distance. The late afternoon sun was behind, edging closer to the evening by the minute. 


“We should head back,” Kedric said. 


“Dead?” Latner asked, ignoring Kedric’s prompting. “How do you know?”


Kedric began walking toward the farmhouse, leaving Latner behind him to catch up. 


“Because if he was still alive, I wouldn’t be here.”










Kedric rode back from the farm, unable to give Latner and his wife any comfort about the unknown problems with their crops. He was sure that what they were experiencing had everything to do with the magical threat that had allied itself with the northern wild tribes, but two weeks after arriving, all he was certain of was that any local hedge mage or witch who attempted to stand against the unknown threat had gone missing. He was certain they were dead. No reason to leave competition alive if one is attempting to establish themselves as the premier magical power in a region. Kedric had not wanted to admit it, but Crocher was right to insist that the wizard investigate the threat. While he was reluctant to give the count any credit whatsoever, Kedric could acknowledge that the mysterious magical foe was beyond the ability of any local-level practioner of the arcane arts.


Wintertide Keep loomed in front of him, but Kedric’s gaze had been on the distant woods for the entire ride back to Crocher’s home. The faint, low rumbling hum of conjured arcane energy floated near the edge of the ancient woodlands, long since pruned back for the northern farmlands claimed by the Count of Wintertide. Kedric believed almost all the local legends and tales about the woods, that they contained angry sprites and mischievous brownies. But while the fae might have occupied parts of those old woodlands, something else lived there now. The arcane energy beyond the treeline called out to Kedric like a beacon. He had sensed it immediately upon his arrival at Wintertide, but in the two weeks since then, he had kept his magical senses on alert and instead investigated the villages that had been raided by the emboldened tribes, hoping to find a clue to what had stirred them into a fury. 


All this Kedric pondered even more deeply as he let the horse take him to its home. He had left his own horse at Castle Vallum, purposely favoring a local horse when he reached the northlands. Though it was uncommon for Kedric to become lost, the value of a local horse that knew the lands and would instinctively head for its home stable, Wintertide Keep in this case, could prove a useful tool. 


Wintertide Keep was standard as far as smaller fortified homes went. Not quite a castle, and not quite a manor with walls, Wintertide had held the line in the north for many generations. Count Crocher’s family traditionally held a seat on the king’s council, though they rarely attended any of the meetings, as the northlands were the largest border that Henro’s kingdom shared with any other lands. Crocher had also done very little to ingratiate himself with Henro over the years, and it had begun to show at court. 


That is, until the king suddenly sent Kedric north in support of the count’s request for help. 


Kedric was thrown out of his thoughts by the horse suddenly bucking his front legs in the air and neighing loudly. A din of crickets and frogs croaking deafened Kedric as he fought with the horse’s reins and battled to stay saddled. 


“WHOA NOW!” Kedric projected the words into the horse’s mind, accompanied by his much quieter voice to reinforce the source of the command. The horse bucked weakly once more after the mental command pulsed through its consciousness, and it steadied on the path. As the horse settled, the insects and frogs also quieted down. 


“You have the look of a wizard, traveler,” an old, croaky voice sounded out in the twilight. 


Kedric’s head whipped in the direction of the voice, and he raised a hand above his head, a small orb of blue light appearing above his upturned palm. In the stronger light of the magical illuminator, Kedric beheld the form of an old woman, stooped over a gnarled walking stick. Her pock-marked nose preceded a pair of sharp and alert eyes. 


“Yes,” Kedric said. “There’s a reason for that.”


The old woman appeared unfazed by Kedric’s display and shuffled slightly forward, onto the path proper. She studied the wizard for a moment before continuing. And Kedric studied her as well. He could not tell if she posed a threat at the moment, but she was anything but just an old, road-weary woman.


“Heh,” the woman croaked out after a few moments of the two attempting to size one another up, “but you’re not one of the small wizards, now are ya?”


Kedric lowered his hand as the blue orb floated to a spot just over his left shoulder, casting a shadow on the right side of his face while keeping the woman completely lit. 


A “small” wizard was a commonly used bush term for a hedge wizard, one with only practical arcane power. Most villages had one, or a witch, of some kind. Healers and predictors of weather mostly, but Kedric had met a few in his time who had more to offer than just a cloudy forecast. 


“I suppose I’m not,” Kedric said, smiling at the woman. 


The woman’s gaze drifted toward the treeline, and Kedric could tell that she, too, could sense the arcane hum that flowed out onto the farmlands. She held her gaze with the trees for a moment longer before turning and eyeing Kedric intensely. At this point Kedric was sure he was encountering one of the local village witches who had thus far managed to hide from whatever arcane threat came from the north. 


“Are ya here to do somefin’ about that, then?” she asked, tilting her head to the woods. 


“I am.” Kedric nodded as he spoke. 


“I hope you’re ready for it, then, young man,” the woman croaked back. “I can sense your power well enough. That’s why they sent me to see you.”


That made sense. This arcane threat had driven most of the hedge practitioners into hiding. Only the local farmlands wizard had attempted to do anything, and that had been a foolish decision on his part, Kedric was sad to admit.


“What can you tell me about it?” Kedric asked. 


The old woman shook with a chill before she spoke, though no breeze blew by, “It ain’t ancient. And it ain’t new. But, it’s powerful. And it’s seeking somefin’. Waitin’, almost, for somefin’ to come to it. Challengin’ us to try.”


“And he answered the challenge, didn’t he?” Kedric asked, meaning the brave farmlands wizard. 


“It probes us,” she continued with visible difficulty. “Reachin’ out with its magical tendrils to gauge if we’re a threat. Then, its presence leaves. Like it hasn’t found what it’s looking fer. It’s mighty powerful, Kedric. Mighty strong, it is.”


“How did you know my name?” Kedric asked. 


The old woman smiled and raised a finger to her brow, lightly tapping her forehead, “Yer strong up here, fer sure. But even you high wizards don’t know everything about magic.”


Kedric frowned. Though he sensed no ill will from the witch, he was nonetheless disturbed that she was able to read his mind. It was not common for any wizard or witch, high or low, to be able to do so. And for a witch with this particular skill to be warning him about his unknown enemy, that was the most disturbing part of it. 


“Well, regardless, I have to try, you know,” Kedric said. 


“Oh, we know well enough,” her voice croaked out once more. “Just remember one thing, Kedric Hensington, as you venture into those woods. Nothing will be what it seems, and the dangers will be closer than you think.”


Kedric looked to the woods in contemplation of the witch’s cryptic and ultimately unhelpful warning. He turned his gaze back to the old woman, but she was gone, the insects and frogs with her. Kedric extinguished the arcane light at his shoulder with a mental command and urged his horse to walk onward. 


“Danger and intrigue in the cold northlands. Oh yes, just what I wanted,” he said to no one. 













IV






“WHY ARE YOU still here?” Crocher asked, his impatience at Kedric’s presence impossible to overlook. 


“Where else would I be?” Kedric asked, not looking up from the volume on his reading desk. 


Crocher gestured to the window in the study, an exasperated sigh punctuating his movement, “Out there, Kedric. Solving my problem.”


“I am solving your problem, Crocher,” Kedric said. 


“Count Crocher,” Crocher replied. “And how, exactly, is reading an old dust-caked book from my library solving my problem?”


Kedric leaned back from his interrupted reading and did his best to hold back what he really wanted to tell Crocher to do at that moment. He sighed quietly and stood from his chair. Crocher took a step back, a look of insecurity creeping into his eyes. Kedric sensed that Crocher’s mental state had shifted from one of annoyance to trepidation. It was a delicate state, trying to keep Crocher off balance yet not fearful. The last thing Kedric needed was to make an enemy of the count while in his service, but Kedric was still unsure of Crocher’s true motives in petitioning the king to send Kedric to Wintertide. Kedric waited a moment before saying anything, letting Crocher’s moment of insecurity pass. 


“This is not the first time that an ancient power similar to the one described by the locals and your professional guard has been encountered,” Kedric said. 


Crocher’s jaw dropped slightly, but Kedric continued before the count could say anything. 


“This,” he said, indicating the volume on the desk, “is the written account of the rule of Count Lochlar, your third great-grandfather, who was Count of Wintertide during the time of King Heronichar. In the account written down by the court scribe, Lochlar faced a more coordinated and emboldened northern tribal conflict that fell just shy of the description of an open-scale war. The tribes of the time were reportedly led by a council of three shaman of the northern discipline, adept at channeling the forces of nature to their will. Indeed, the winters of the conflict were bitter and more harsh than any recorded since, and this was attributed to the shaman.”



