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        Hi! My name is Trudi Jaye, and I have a secret…

      

        

      
        A secret society, that is.

      

        

      
        Especially designed for people like you who love reading my books, the Trudi Jaye Secret Society is a place filled with magic, laughter, and most of all… free stories.

      

        

      
        Everyone accepted into the society is given access to an ancient tome full of the stories, novellas, bonus epilogues, and deleted scenes from all the different Trudi Jaye series.

      

        

      
        Called The Shadow Archives, you can access it by clicking the link below, and applying to join the secret society…

      

        

      
        You’ll also receive the weekly Secret Society Bulletin, with updates, insider information about characters from my books, ongoing stories and series, and early notification about sales and new releases.

      

        

      
        Click here to join the Secret Society and get access to the Shadow Archives.
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Chapter 1


          

          
            Jena

          

        

      

    

    
      Lightning flashed in the night sky.

      Jena jerked back from where she was standing near the cave entrance, heart pounding. Her shirt and trousers were damp and her hair wet from their sprint through the rain. Her Hashishin knife sat in a leather case at her hip, and the fire ruby set in its hilt glowed softly. Thornal’s ashes lay heavy against her chest, their small leather pouch attached to a leather cord around her neck. Goosebumps ran up her arms and she shivered. If she were wise, she wouldn’t stand where the worst of the wind buffeted her body, leaving her chilled to the bone.

      But she was too edgy to sit down.

      The cave seemed too small, the darkness too great. It was the same kind of storm that had raged the night Thornal was murdered, and it was like she was experiencing it all over again. Wild rain, booming thunder and flashes of lightning threatened death and destruction. Rain pounding so fiercely into the hard earth it bounced back up into the air. Darkness so thick and heavy it felt like a heavy wool blanket thrown over them.

      Even the volcanoes rumbling in the background sounded the same.

      She shivered again and, for a fleeting moment, wished she’d never left the cottage. She could have ignored Thornal’s instructions, lived a quiet and happy life hidden in the valley between the volcanoes. Tended the garden, dispensed the herbs. She could have pretended that Thornal was out whenever someone came to call.

      She could have done that happily for years. She could have lived a careful, safe life.

      Instead, she was here. Stuck in a cold and damp cave with her traveling companions of the last few weeks—the reluctant Firecaller mage Nate, the mercenary warrior Argus, and her newfound sister Bree. They were all watching the storm, just as she was, but from their seated positions at the back of the cave. Her sister’s hair was tied back in a rough knot, there were dark circles under her eyes, and she was more disheveled than Jena had ever seen her.

      But Bree looked happy. She sat close to Argus, under the same blanket and sharing his warmth, flicking the occasional glance up to his face, as if to make sure he was still there.

      Nate sat a few feet away, arms wrapped around his bent knees, his black mage tattoo standing out starkly on his face. He looked lonely in comparison.

      “We’ll miss our deadline if we stay here too long,” said Nate. His eyes were full of fire and Jena could see the agitation swirling under the surface. “Maybe we should⁠—”

      Lightning crashed close by, a burst of energy that made them all jump. Thunder rolled by only a moment later right over their heads, making the whole mountain shudder. Dust and rock fell from the roof of the cave, adding another layer to their dirt-covered clothes.

      “We can’t go back out there,” said Jena. “There’s something… wrong about that storm.” The lightning strikes felt like they had a purpose. Almost like they were hunting for something. Or someone. She edged a little further back into the cave. The storm could be yet another attempt by Crown Prince Lothar to kill—or at least delay—them.

      Her hands tightened into fists.

      The prince had been chasing Nate for weeks now, trying to kill the one person standing between him and the throne of Ignisia. He’d almost succeeded with the fire hawks. She still wasn’t entirely sure how Nate had saved them from being dropped into the center of the bubbling volcano, but he had.

      She absently touched the almost-healed wound at her side and winced as pain shot up one side of her body. Bree had done her best, but Jena still ached across her middle from being carried by the giant hawk. Occasionally her breath would hitch in her chest as she remembered the feeling of being clutched in those enormous talons, dangling high in the air, completely out of control, with no way to escape.

      And now they were stuck in this storm. Energy crackled in the sky outside as another bolt of lightning flashed. Was it truly possible for Lothar to control the elements like this?

      “We should make a fire,” said Bree softly, misinterpreting Jena’s reaction. “We’ll all feel better if we’re warm.”

      “There’s nothing we can burn in here,” said Argus, his gaze searching around the tiny cave.

      “And we can’t go back outside,” said Jena.

      “Then we wait here until it eases,” said Argus with a shrug. “It’s not going to hurt us to be cold for a while.” His gaze landed back on Bree again, like it was drawn by an unstoppable force. The mercenary had been like this ever since Bree broke the curse put on him by his old master, Remus, the shrinking mage.

      “We can’t just wait here. We have to keep moving,” said Nate, gesturing toward the entrance to the cave. “We’re so close. There’s too much at stake.”

      She understood why Nate was objecting. It was his life that was being torn apart by Lothar. But they were all cold, tired and hungry. “We’d never make it to Remus tonight, not in this storm,” she said gently. “Better to wait it out, get there tomorrow.”

      “What if it’s our last chance to beat Lothar?” said Nate, his voice raw. He looked at the others, his expression haunted. “Remus told Argus we had to be back to him by now.”

      “Remus doesn’t know everything,” said Jena.

      “Just enough to convince us to continue on, even though we don’t have to,” said Argus, his voice grim.

      “Maybe we should reconsider,” said Jena, for the first time voicing the thought that had been swirling inside her head since they arrived in the cave. “Maybe you were right, Argus. You and Bree could wait here, and Nate and I go alone to Remus. Or maybe we don’t go at all and just go straight to the Utugani. Lothar knows exactly where we’re going. It’s too dangerous.”

      Silence greeted her suggestion. Outside, the rain pounded, and the wind howled, but inside the cave, they all just stared at each other.

      “We have other options now,” said Argus. “On that I agree.” He looked like he wanted to say more, but he glanced at Bree and said nothing.

      Jena stayed silent, waiting for more.

      “Let’s just rest a while,” said Bree. “No need to decide right now.”

      Jena looked back out into the storm, unsettled and jittery. The rain was hammering so hard into the rocks outside the cave, it seemed like it might wash the mountain away. As she watched, a jagged branch of lightning launched out of sky and hit a nearby tree. The tree exploded into a thousand pieces, visible only for a moment before the darkness claimed it again. Thunder boomed, rocking the earth under their feet.

      The raven fluttered its wings on her stomach, and she had a vision of it flying free, picking up tinder for a fire. She glanced behind her, but Nate was staring into the storm like he was waiting for it to clear up at any moment, and Argus and Bree were fussing over their shared blanket.

      She lifted her shirt up from her stomach, and the tattoo immediately burst from her skin, making her wince again and wish she hadn’t been so quick to let it free. As it emerged from her body, the tattoo transformed into a fully formed raven and dashed off into the rain. Lightning flashed, and she glimpsed the raven ducking and diving through the air, almost as if it were trying to avoid the raindrops. She hoped it came back unharmed.

      She crossed her arms over her chest, trying to warm herself up a little. She didn’t know what they should do, and it was making her crazy. It didn’t help that she kept going over what she’d said to Lothar. Like an idiot, she’d told him she had the Book of Spells inside her. She was honest enough to admit that she’d been annoyed at how dismissive Lothar had been of her, despite already knowing who her parents were, and that she could do mage spells. He’d even known she’d killed his Hashishin with her silver flame, and he still didn’t think she was worth anything.

      At least she’d made him sit up and take notice. She’d surprised him.

      It was also dangerous. He’d⁠—

      In a flurry of feathers and raindrops, the raven burst back into the cave, carrying three twigs precariously in its beak. It dumped them on the ground next to Jena, then took off. She looked down at the wet branches. It would take all her skill to get that drenched pile of tinder to light.

      “Maybe we could use the shelter canvas to give us more protection from the storm?” she said.

      There was movement behind her, and Argus stood—as much as he could in the low cave—and walked over. He glanced down at the soaked kindling at the entrance to the cave but didn’t say anything. He’d probably seen much stranger things working for Remus.

      Peering out into the storm, he nodded. “There’s a rock we could tie a rope around. Might give us enough room for a fire.” He went to get the canvas and ropes from his bag.

      Another bundle of twigs landed at her feet, before the raven whooshed off again.

      She crouched down to make the tinder into a stack. They’d need bigger pieces of wood as well if they were going to have a fire that would actually provide heat. Her palm tingled, and her silver flame burst into life in her hand. It didn’t give off any heat, or she’d be using it to keep them all warm, but it could light the fire once they had enough tinder.

      “That’s an unusual flame,” said a quiet voice behind her.

      She flinched and closed her hand, before glancing over her shoulder.

      Nate stood with his hands in his pockets, watching her closely with his dark eyes.

      She wasn’t used to others knowing about her magic. It still made her nervous. “It used to be normal flame colors. After Thornal’s death, it changed.” Jena stood up again, wiping her hands on her trousers.

      “Something to do with the Book of Spells?”

      “Maybe.” Lightning split the night and Jena shivered.

      “It’s definitely not a natural storm,” said Nate, moving to stand beside her at the entrance.

      She could feel his body heat radiating off him. She wished she had the courage to move closer to absorb some of his warmth. “No. It’s not.” There was nothing else to say. It felt like Lothar was watching and laughing maniacally to himself. He always seemed to be one step ahead of them.

      A soggy clump of black feathers landed next to Jena’s feet, dropping another few twigs. The raven shook itself, flicking water over their legs, then took off again.

      “It’s gathering wood for us?” asked Nate in surprise.

      Jena shrugged. “It’s getting a nice pile of soaking wet twigs that will probably never light.”

      Nate crouched down next to the wood and held out his hands. A warm glow lit his fingers, and his face reflected the color of fire. Steam rose from the twigs as his magic dried them out.

      “You can control it,” said Jena, her excitement making her forget everything else. It was one of their biggest issues; Nate’s inability to use his magic properly. He’d never defeat Lothar if he couldn’t figure it out.

      “Not really,” said Nate, making a frustrated face. “It barely takes any magic to do something like that. I still can’t control my magic when I let it out fully.”

      “Oh,” said Jena, disappointed. She’d vowed to help him with his quest to destroy Lothar, but if he couldn’t even control his flames, she was afraid that they were doomed to fail before they even began. Which was why she’d been so ready to go to Remus, despite the risks.

      Argus returned to the cave entrance, the canvas in his arms. He nodded to Nate. “Help me put this up.”

      Nate followed Argus outside the cave and rain immediately soaked both of them. Wind gusted at the canvas, making it flap restlessly. They worked quickly and soon had it attached to rocks and scrubby trees near the entrance. It flapped about in the wind, but it added protection from the storm. The three of them stood at the entrance, watching.

      “Will it hold?” asked Jena.

      “No guarantees,” said Argus with a shrug. His hair was plastered to his head and his shirt was dripping. He looked like a drowned rat. They both did.

      “Does Remus really know how to defeat Lothar?” asked Nate.

      Argus hesitated. “That’s what he told me.”

      Nate nodded sharply. “You think he would lie?”

      “Yes,” said Argus. “He’s unscrupulous and cunning. But there’s also a chance he knows something.”

      “We need him,” said Bree from the back of the cave. Everyone looked at her. She had the flimsiest reason to be here, and somehow it made her voice weigh the heaviest. “We have nowhere else to go to find out more about Lothar. Remus might be untrustworthy, but what other mage is going to talk to us without trying to kill us?”

      Jena nodded. Bree was right. Any other mage would try to execute Jena and Bree on the spot. And he’d be congratulated for doing it. “But what’s stopping him from just lying to us?” asked Jena, frustrated.

      “He needs something from Nate,” said Argus almost reluctantly, his voice carrying across the small space. “That’s how we make sure. We take advantage of his need.”

      Lightning flashed outside, showing the jagged barren terrain for a brief moment, then thunder boomed into the darkness. The raven appeared out of the rain with another bundle of twigs in its mouth. It dropped them at her feet, and stood, beak open and gasping for breath. She got an image of several large lightning strikes that only just missed.

      “Aiming for you, huh?” said Jena.

      The raven let out a single caw and an enormous bolt of lightning flashed overhead. Jena ducked her head, as if that would help if the lightning hit them.

      “How are we going to do this?” whispered Jena, as thunder made the cave shudder.

      “Light the fire?” said Nate, with a half-hearted smile.

      Jena gave him a look. “Get to Remus without being killed by Lothar.”

      “We’ll make it if we’re careful. I’ve lived on this mountain a long time,” said Argus, his voice stern.

      Jena reached out with one hand and flicked her fingers. Her silver flame burst into life in her hands. She touched it to the now-dry tinder, and the wood started to burn.

      “So we’re all going?” asked Nate.

      “When we get to Remus, we’ll be safe from Lothar,” said Argus, instead of answering directly. “But we won’t be safe from Remus. We need to be on guard. He’s not our friend. He might have valuable information, but he will take everything he can from us in return.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
Chapter 2


          

          
            Nate

          

        

      

    

    
      The morning after the storm felt full of promise.

      They were walking along a rough track that looked like mage fire had carved it out of the side of the mountain. There was a deep cliff on the left-hand side that made Nate feel queasy every time he looked over the edge. Overhead, the sky was gray and dull, interrupted only by the occasional red burst of light, the reflected glow of lava erupting out of the volcanoes behind them. Everything else seemed bright and sparkly, a little fresher than it had the day before. Even the low-lying shrubs seemed to glisten, and the occasional lizard scuttling past had a spring in its step.

      The storm had blown itself out in the early hours of the morning, and they’d crawled stiffly out of the cave into the post-storm world. Nate had found it difficult to be patient while the others slowly ate their breakfast and prepared for the day. It felt like he’d been waiting for this moment for a very long time. He just wanted to get to Remus. He just wanted this nightmare to be over.

      They were walking single file—Argus and Bree in front, Jena in the middle. He took slow, even steps and kept his eyes on the path ahead. No one talked. They were all focused on not falling over the edge.

      It suited Nate. He was still fizzing from the demons he’d called inside the Edges, even now. He could feel their combined magic, as if they still surrounded him, watching over his shoulder.

      It was possible that was exactly what the demons were doing.

      The Edges were a shadow world, adjacent to this one, where the demons lived, and the barrier between the two worlds was very thin in places—especially, it turned out, around Nate. He couldn’t tell if the demons really were watching, not unless he used his powers, which he definitely would not be doing.

      But it seemed possible.

      Just ahead on the narrow trail, Jena glanced back over her shoulder at Nate and smiled her small half-smile. She looked tired, the dark circles under her eyes making the scars on her face stand out more than usual.

      When they’d first met, she’d seemed so stern and angry. But that wasn’t who she really was. It had taken him a while, but he now realized that the scars down one side of her face helped Jena protect her inner emotions from the world. They also protected her physically. She flinched any time someone tried to touch her, or came too close. But under that tough outer shell, she was kind-hearted and determined to protect everyone who needed it.

      She’d been watching him closely since yesterday; grateful for how he’d saved her, but also curious over how he’d gotten free. He’d shut her down when she’d asked questions, but he knew he couldn’t do that forever. He nodded at her but couldn’t bring himself to smile. Not yet.

      Just as she turned back to the trail, Jena’s foot slid on a loose bit of shale, and she let out a squeal of surprise as she lost her balance and fell toward the cliff edge. Heart lurching, Nate thrust himself forward and stretched out his arm to save her. But he was too far back, and his hands grasped at nothing. Instead, as desperate fear surged through him, his feet became tangled, and he tipped toward the edge himself. Time slowed. The dark abyss below was a cavernous mouth ready to swallow him whole.

      His heart constricted. He didn’t want this to be the end. He couldn’t die like this; not when there was still so much fight left in him.

      He tried to stop the inevitable, hands reaching out, grasping at anything that might save him. Arms flailing, feet tangled, he knew that this was it… only to be pushed back up onto the trail by a powerful gust of wind.

      He landed on his butt, safe but humbled.

      Up ahead, Jena had regained her balance and stood bent over with her hands on her knees. He knew she’d sent the wind. It had been too powerful to be anything other than a mage spell. She glanced down at the gaping cliff beside them, then back at him, eyes fierce. He stared at her, recognizing her fear. He felt it pounding through his veins, too.

      She blinked and took a breath.

      “Come on, keep moving,” said Argus from further up the trail. “There’s a stop up ahead where we can rest.” He said the words as though they’d just stopped to get an early break.

      Nate wanted to yell at Argus, yell at the world, tell them all to go to the ashes. He didn’t want this, he didn’t want any of this.

      But Argus and Bree had already turned and continued walking. Jena was putting one foot in front of the other, although slower than before. They were only here because of Nate, and if they could keep going, then so could he. He moved closer to Jena; maybe he could do more if she slipped again. Maybe he could save her, instead of being saved.

      Sometime in the night, he’d realized that even though he’d agreed to go to Remus, and even though he knew there was a strange and powerful flame magic inside his body, until yesterday, he hadn’t really thought he’d have to battle Lothar. He hadn’t really accepted he was part of the prophecy.

      But meeting Lothar in the flames—hearing him discuss Nate’s death like he was breaking a couple of eggs—then talking to the demon who’d saved him and calling all the other demons… that had made it all real.

      Very real.

      Horribly real.

      Monstrously real.

      So fucking real, he thought he might throw up.

      Which was why he preferred not to talk to anyone right now.

      And also preferred it if Jena didn’t die.

      According to the demon, he needed nothing more than his Firecaller abilities to beat Lothar. But he didn’t know how to use his powers, and he didn’t know if he could trust the demon.

      Demons couldn’t lie, but he’d seen them twist the truth many times. They’d resented it every time he’d called one of them, and he’d made it worse by only using them for menial tasks. In the Edges, he’d seen the demon’s myriad expressions, the fall of muscles and flame over its body. There was more to it than pure energy. It had emotions and thoughts. The demon had been… proud. Almost… regal.

      He winced. He shouldn’t have been making them carry rocks.

      But it still didn’t answer the question of whether he could trust the demon.

      Lothar had been planning this coup for years. He’d been honing his magic, creating alliances, plotting and planning. He’d also been raised amongst kings and queens. He knew what to say, when to say it. Nate was the grandson of a powerful mage, but he’d been raised in the recesses and corners of his castle. He’d lived in the shadows, hiding from a contemptuous grandfather who only seemed to know how to throw out barbs. Nate wasn’t bred to be a king, even if royal blood flowed in his veins. All of which meant that Lothar had the advantage over Nate in every possible way.

      If there was any other way to defeat Lothar, and to save Ignisia from his plans, Nate would have taken it. He didn’t want to be King of Ignisia, and he certainly didn’t want to put himself in a position where they’d ridicule him for his lack of social graces and knowledge of how to run a kingdom.

      But he knew he’d be better than Lothar.

      He knew he had the best interests of the people of Ignisia in his heart.

      He knew now that this was his path, whether he wanted it or not.
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            Nate

          

        

      

    

    
      “Let’s take a break here,” called Argus from up ahead.

      Nate looked up in surprise. They had walked only a little further up the trail. But Argus was standing in an area that had widened out into a small plateau that was perfect for a rest stop.

      He eased his backpack from his shoulders, wincing at the stiffness in his muscles, and set it down next to a boulder.

      “Want some?” said Jena, holding out a piece of jerky.

      “Thanks.” He settled himself on the boulder. He wasn’t hungry but knew better than to let his energy get depleted.

      Jena sat down nearby. He closed his eyes and tried to relax. He felt tired and confused. Maybe, if he was very honest about it, he also felt scared. Everything seemed too much. Who was he to⁠—

      In the distance, a volcano rumbled, and his fiery magic stirred in response.

      “No, no, put your foot there,” said Argus.

      Nate opened his eyes, startled.

      But the words weren’t aimed at him. Argus and Bree were standing in the middle of the plateau. Bree had her hands out in front, one foot in front of the other, in a fighting stance. Argus was walking around her, moving her feet into the right position. Nate watched, fascinated.

      “Feet like this, so it’s easier to spring to the side, or back. Always watch your opponent. Never get distracted and look away.”

      Bree nodded, her expression serious. “So how do I beat them?”

      “You fight dirty.”

      “I don’t want⁠—”

      “In a life-or-death situation, you fight using whatever it takes to survive, you understand me?” Argus ground the words out. “There’s no honor in dying.”

      Bree nodded jerkily, her eyes wide.

      “You aim for their vulnerable parts. Eyes, mouth, neck, groin. You punch and kick and scratch. Show me a punch.”

      Bree awkwardly hit the palm that Argus was holding up in front of her. Nate and Jena exchanged a glance. That punch wouldn’t have hurt a fly.

      Argus didn’t seem to notice. “Basics of a punch: always hit with this part of the fist, and this way up. Keep your thumb outside your fingers, or you’ll break it. Don’t move your shoulder. The power comes from leveraging the movement of your arm.”

      “What if my arms aren’t strong enough?”

      “Do it like this,” said Argus, and showed Bree a punch where he flicked his wrist at the last minute. His massive muscles bunched as he did it, and the air practically quivered where his fist stopped.

      Bree watched Argus with a frown and then attempted to copy his movements. Her second attempt was better. Her next even better.

      “She’s a fast learner,” said Jena, her voice low, just for Nate.

      “That’s good. She’s the most vulnerable of us all.”

      “She has magic,” said Jena defensively.

      “It’s all healing magic,” said Nate bluntly. “That won’t help her in a fight.”

      Jena flicked him a startled glance, like she hadn’t expected him to notice what magic Bree possessed. He rolled his eyes. He wasn’t blind. He’d even seen Bree use small mage spells, the kind that could get her killed, just as easily as Jena’s more powerful mage abilities.

      “She’s determined to be here,” said Jena. “When Miara suggested we travel with Argus to find you, she fought for it.”

      “Why would she do that?” Nate didn’t want to be here; he couldn’t understand why anyone else would.

      Jena glared at Nate. “She knows it’s important. That you’re important. That something has been building around us all these years, and now it’s overflowing. If we don’t meet this challenge head on, no one will.”

      Nate considered Jena for a moment. She believed what she was saying, that much he knew. But he honestly didn’t think Bree or Argus would follow them to Flame City. There might be trouble brewing, but they wouldn’t be part of it. Argus would take Bree to his family, and he’d keep her well away from any confrontation with the deranged Crown Prince.

      Nate agreed with Argus. He knew Jena could hold her own; she was smart and savvy. Strong. But Bree was…soft. Gentle. She didn’t have any protection against Lothar and his allies, and a few lessons on how to punch wouldn’t change that.

      “You’re not holding your arm high enough.”

      “I’m doing my best,” snapped Bree.

      Argus rubbed one hand over his eyes. “Sorry. I forget you’re not one of my soldiers. You’re doing great.”

      “For a healer,” said Jena, with a grin. “Who’s never had to fight.”

      “I suppose you’d be better at this?” said Bree, her voice sharp. Her eyes flashed at Jena, frustration in every tensed muscle.

      Jena shrugged, shadows appearing in her eyes. “Probably.”

      “Come here then, if you’re so tough. Show me your moves.” Bree practically growled the words. Nate watched her closely, trying to understand where this was all coming from.

      Jena hesitated, looking from Bree to Argus. “I’m not a proper fighter. Argus could knock me to the ground in seconds. Better to learn from him.”

      “But you think you’d beat me?”

      “Yes.” Jena’s voice was soft, but sure.

      Nate agreed with Jena. Bree might have discovered a desire to fight, but she didn’t have the experience. He wasn’t sure she had it in her to be a real fighter, someone who would kick and punch and harm her opponent.

      Bree looked like she wanted to keep arguing, but Argus put one hand on her arm. “Bree, have some jerky. Rest a moment. We’ll be walking again soon.”

      She glared at him, then stomped to a nearby boulder and sat down. Argus handed her a piece of jerky and sat next to her, a large calming presence.

      Nate chewed on his own piece of jerky. It was the most upset he’d ever seen the usually serene healer. It was reassuring to see she was human after all.

      “How far are we from Remus?” asked Jena.

      Argus glanced up the mountain. “An hour, maybe. Depends how fast we walk.”

      “What happens when we get there? Do we just ask Remus for help?”

      Argus shook his head. “We must be very careful. Remus is unscrupulous. We have to convince him that he needs us more than we need him.”

      “And how do we do that?”

      “Just let me do the talking. Keep as quiet as possible. Don’t give him any information.” He glanced at the Hashishin knife that Jena had taken to wearing at her hip. “Hide anything you don’t want him to know about.”

      Nate raised his eyebrows. “Is he as bad as all that? Surely⁠—”

      “He’s worse,” interrupted Argus. “He’s everything you imagine, and worse.” He glanced down at Bree and took a breath, like he was gathering himself to say something he didn’t want to say. “Which is why we can’t tell him that my curse has been broken. He must not know what Bree means to me. He’ll use it against us.”

      Bree stood and turned to Argus, her white-blonde hair flowing behind her, small hands curled into fists. “I will not pretend you’re nothing to me. I’m not going to⁠—”

      Argus placed one of his large hands on Bree’s pale arm. “Remus is not like other people. He has no moral compass, no care for anyone other than himself. He will stop at nothing to get what he wants. If he thinks he can use you to get to me, he will.”

      “Won’t he know?” asked Jena. “Surely if he cast the curse, he’ll know it’s gone.”

      “I don’t think so. He used to test me sometimes,” said Argus, his voice filled with a remembered pain. “Made me do things he knew I’d never do on my own, to make sure it still held. I learned to stay quiet and do everything he asked without question, lest he decide another test was needed. You need to prepare yourselves to deal with someone like that.”

      Nate stared at Argus, wondering what Remus had made Argus do. Based on the look on his face, it wasn’t good. Bree must have decided the same thing, because she leaned in and wrapped Argus in a hug, his face against her chest, her arms wrapped tightly around his head and shoulders.

      “Maybe you shouldn’t go with us,” said Jena tentatively. “He has no hold over you anymore. Surely we can⁠—”

      “You wouldn’t survive without me,” said Argus abruptly, pulling away from Bree to glare at Jena. “Having me there is the only way you’ll make it out.”

      “But how? What will you do that’s so special?” asked Nate.

      “I spent years with that man. I learned every nuance to his expression, every emotion he hides behind his disgusting shrunken face. I know how to deal with him.”

      Nate shivered, foreboding filling his senses.

      Suddenly he wasn’t as keen to get to Remus.
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      Jena rounded a corner on the track and almost bumped into Argus. Bree stood by his side. They were no longer holding hands.

      In the distance was a small house made of lava rock that seemed to grow up out of the ground, like a strange, crooked, half-dead plant. Smoke puffed out the lopsided stone chimney; rocks had fallen down one side. There were vines growing through much of the outside. The small, crooked cottage felt precarious at best.

      Argus stood as if he was stunned, his body stiff.

      “This is it?” Nate came to a halt behind them.

      “This is it,” Argus replied, his tone grim.

      “It’s smaller than I imagined,” said Jena.

      “Remember, we keep my freedom from his curse a secret. He cannot know what Bree means to me,” Argus whispered, his tone urgent.

      Everyone murmured their agreement. They’d already agreed to his plan.

      Several times.

      Jena saw his fear and wondered—not for the first time—if they’d actually be able to carry this off. Argus was wound up tighter than a coiled snake. Bree wasn’t much better, her eyes wide as she looked at the crooked house.

      “You’re sure Lothar can’t get to us here?” asked Nate.

      “Remus has a powerful spell blocking his home. Only those he chooses can find him.”

      “Another reason why we needed you,” said Bree softly.

      As they watched, the door opened and a tiny man emerged. Feathers fluttered on her stomach, and Jena saw pictures of the same man at full height, standing straight and proud. He’d been handsome and confident.

      The man in front of them had the same arrogant pride holding him erect, but he was half the size. It looked like he still had the same amount of skin on his body; he was wrinkled and bulbous in all the wrong places.

      His mage robes had been shortened to fit his body, and he tottered on feet that seemed too close to their original size. His ankles—the only part of his legs visible under the mage robes—were bent and crooked. The mage’s face was strangely lopsided, like the house, as if his head was too heavy for the rest of his body. One eye was lower than the other, and he was ever-so-slightly cross-eyed. If Jena had met him in any other circumstances, she’d have assumed he’d lost his mind.

      Instead, she had to focus on holding her hand still to avoid casting a warding spell and giving herself away.

      Argus straightened his shoulders and strode toward Remus, his long legs eating up the ground.

      Bree and Jena hesitated, then followed at a slower pace. Nothing about this situation felt safe. The raven gave Jena more images of Remus when he was younger—a handsome mage in his flowing robes. Attractive. Powerful. She’d known he had a shrinking spell cast on him many years before, but she hadn’t been prepared for this horrific deterioration. A chill walked down her spine. What kind of terrible deeds might a man such as this perform to regain his former glory?

      There was an image of Thornal with Remus, both men tall and imposing. Even in the image, she could sense Thornal’s displeasure with Remus. She was suddenly very sure he hadn’t liked the shrinking mage either.

      Remus moved awkwardly down the three steps from the veranda and came toward them, swaying and shuffling as he went. Argus bowed his head slightly, more subservient than Jena had ever seen him. “Master.”

      They caught up to Argus and stood just behind him, Nate taking his place on the other side of Bree.

      Jena had to concentrate on not reacting to the excess skin that rolled over Remus’s neck and arms. He smelled unexpectedly of basil and lemon.

      “You survived,” said Remus, his watery eyes moving restlessly within his face. His voice was reedy, created by the combination of a strong will and a deteriorating body. He sounded almost surprised.

      “I did,” growled Argus.

      “You succeeded, then?” Beady eyes peered past Argus to Nate. “This is the mage Nathaniel?”

      “Yes, this is Nate.” Argus’s voice had a sharp edge to it.

      Remus’s gaze fixed back on Argus. “You’re late. I said the second moon.”

      “There was a storm. You probably had it here too,” said Argus, looking around as if to find evidence. “It delayed us.”

      “Don’t give me your excuses, Argus. I gave you one task. Be back before the second full moon. You couldn’t even follow that one instruction.”

      “It was a long way. It’s a miracle we’re here.” Argus glared down at Remus, looking like he wanted to throttle the strange-looking mage. “We’re less than a day late.”

      “I told you, that one day was the difference between life and death. You could have killed us all.”

      “And yet we’re not dead,” said Argus stubbornly. “Your deadline was impossible.” Argus spoke through gritted teeth.

      “You’re lucky I didn’t trust you. It would have been a disaster,” said Remus smugly, one of his eyes tilting strangely to the side.

      “What does that mean?” Argus took a threatening step toward the shrinking mage, as if he meant to strike him. He was doing a terrible job of staying on Remus’s good side. But Remus didn’t seem to notice. Jena had a feeling that Argus had always been like this toward the shrinking mage.

      Remus waved airily in the direction of the sky. “You had until seven days after the full moon. But I knew if I told you the real time frame, you would have taken even longer.”

      “There was no need to trick me. You just enjoy playing the puppeteer.”

      “You barely made it,” sneered Remus. “If I hadn’t given you a false deadline, you’d have still been out there, struggling to return to me.” He looked Argus up and down. “Actually, you’d probably have been dead.”

      Argus stiffened. He clenched his hands at his sides. “I said I’d be back, and I am.” He looked like he was about to say something they’d all regret.

      Jena glanced at Bree who looked equally worried. But Argus had been clear—they should allow him to deal with Remus. The shrinking mage was cunning and devious. He’d sniff out their secrets if they didn’t keep their distance.

      Except Nate obviously wasn’t as worried about following Argus’s rules as they were. He moved forward until he was standing next to Argus. “We’re here because Argus said you knew something that would help me defeat Lothar,” he said, before Argus could say anything unwise. “We traveled as fast as we could.”

      “I know many things that would help you defeat the usurper king,” said Remus, looking Nate up and down like he was a cow he was considering purchasing at the market. “It is my burden to see the future in my crystal ball.”

      “A powerful talent,” said Nate, with a slight bow of his head. “I hope you will consider using it for my benefit.”

      “You are truly the mage Nathaniel?”

      “I am.”

      Remus sniffed the surrounding air, like he smelled something bad. “I don’t sense your power.” He turned back to Argus. “You’ve brought me the wrong mage, you imbecile. This idiot doesn’t have more than a whiff of mage power about him.” For the first time, Remus looked more than a wrinkled old man. He looked… vicious. Murderous. Cruel.

      Jena’s heart thumped heavily in her chest. They’d been here only a few moments and already Remus was sniffing out their secrets. Nate couldn’t tell this man he was a Firecaller. It was too dangerous. She cleared her throat, trying to think of something to say that would ease the situation.

      Except she needn’t have worried.

      Argus shifted forward and leaned down into Remus’s space. “He’s the correct mage. I have seen it proven many times. Lothar has been chasing us the whole way.” He glared at Remus, daring the older man to disagree.

      Remus hesitated, looking into Argus’s face. “I will have to do a scrying to confirm. But I can see you are telling the truth. Your version of it, at least.”

      He transferred his gaze to Jena and Bree. A frown appeared, creating a strange lumpy furrow between his eyes.

      “And who is this? You know how I feel about strangers.” Remus turned back to Argus, his uneven eyes glinting dangerously.

      Argus paused, glancing at Bree, then away. “The High Witch Miara sent them to help me bring Nate safely to you. I would not have made it if they hadn’t accompanied me.”

      Remus snorted. “The High Witch Miara is a meddling old fool. How was she? Still crying all the time?”

      “She is well.” Argus hesitated. “No crying.”

      “Couldn’t get her to shut up at court. Husband died, and you’d have thought it was the only bad thing to ever happen to a person.” He huffed in annoyance. “You’re here now; you may as well come inside.” He waved his arm, directing them into his home.

      Jena exchanged yet another look with her sister. Bree’s eyes were wide, her expression dubious. She seemed to agree with Jena’s immediate assessment—this tiny, lopsided man wasn’t completely sane—and he definitely couldn’t be trusted.

      They should probably run in the other direction. Find another way to get help with confronting Lothar. And if she’d been able to think of a single place to go that might give them what they wanted, Jena might have done just that. Grabbed Bree’s hand and run the other direction. Instead, she followed Nate and Argus up the steps and into the house.

      She couldn’t help comparing it to the warm and inviting cottage she’d lived in with Thornal. Inside Remus’s house it was dim and slightly damp. The curtains were all closed, and very little light from outside made it into the house. There were low lights glowing around the edges of the room and the light of a big fire burning in the hearth, but the shadows were large and jagged and almost seemed alive.

      There were strange masks and stuffed animals on the walls—from tiny lava mice to larger wild cats and even a two-headed fire deer—all of them looking like they were in pain or angry or suffering some other disturbing emotion as they’d died. Their glassy eyes stared out at her, telling her to leave this place. A series of books lined a bookshelf, and even from across the room, Jena could feel their dark, terrible power. There was dark magic leaking out of the pages, crawling into the air around them, infecting them with their treachery. Jena took a step further away from the books. Thornal’s magic had never felt like that.

      On the shelves that didn’t have books, there were bottles and vials and baskets and jugs, all filled with disturbing objects. Jena recognized herbs and other innocuous plants, but also a glass bottle filled with eyeballs in fluid, and another with hundreds of teeth that looked disturbingly human. One vial with a finger floating in murky water, yet another contained lumps that might have been internal organs. She shuddered. It felt like Remus was threatening them, without even saying a word. He had his trophies out on display, warning them of what was going on inside his head. Her every sense was yelling at her to run.

      The raven shuffled on her stomach, and she saw flashes of Thornal in his potions room, jars of plants lined up on the shelves, paper thrown carelessly on the wooden tables, sunlight streaming in from the windows. He’d liked the mess, said it helped him think and work on some of his more powerful mage creations. Thornal had been a powerful mage, had delved into things that had sometimes felt like they were on the borderline of right and wrong, but it had never felt like this room.

      Bree moved closer to Jena and put one hand in her sister’s. Jena glanced over and saw the same apprehension on Bree’s face. This crooked little mage was more dangerous than they’d given him credit for, even given Argus’s warnings. She was glad she’d put her Hashishin knife and Thornal’s ashes in her bag before they got here.

      She smiled at Bree reassuringly. They could survive this place. She’d survived worse.

      They didn’t have to stay long. They just had to find out what Remus knew, then leave.

      Fast.
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      Nate shivered.

      Despite the warmth of the fire burning in the grate, he felt cold. Perhaps it was because the last of his hope had died? They were sitting around the hearth in Remus’s cottage, drinking the tea Argus had just made for them all. Shadows danced, and the disturbing masks and stuffed animals decorating the walls and shelves flickered ominously. Books and vials filled the rest of the space, plus bottles filled with unmarked floating organic matter. It was like a distorted, unhappy version of his grandfather’s spell room.

      And his grandfather’s room hadn’t been a barrel of laughs.

      Nate clenched his hands around the mug he held, struggling to contain the emotions that surged inside him. After all their travels, after almost dying multiple times and the hope he’d been nursing about Remus being able to save him, it was a terrible disappointment to meet him. To know it was all a lie.

      The warning he’d been given by the ghost when he first met Argus was spinning around in his head: Don’t trust the mercenary’s master. He means you harm. He’d been hoping the ghost had been wrong or perhaps telling half-truths.

      But as soon as he’d seen Remus, he’d known.

      It wasn’t just about his painfully shrunken body. Although that was disturbing and hideous. It took every ounce of Nate’s concentration not to react to the wrinkles and rolls of flapping skin that were everywhere he looked.

      No. It was Remus’s beady little eyes.

      Remus’s loose facial skin was only just holding his features together, but it didn’t stop his creepy eyes from peering out at them, calculation sparkling in their depths. There was something cold and devious about this man; it emanated from him, like a greasy mist, and Nate felt dirty whenever Remus came near.

      “Argus, I’m pleased you succeeded,” said Remus into the silence, lifting his cup of tea in a toast. “I didn’t think you would.” The shrinking mage smiled. It seemed an unnatural act, his lips stretching uncomfortably across yellowed teeth.

      Next to Nate, Argus looked up from contemplating the mug he was holding in one enormous hand, his expression hard. “You said you could help Nate.”

      “Yes, I suppose I did.” Remus’s eyes bulged in the dim light. He was sitting on top of three ancient spell books, his need to be taller than everyone else while they sat in front of the fire outweighing the centuries of magic and knowledge they contained. How could Remus stand to be so close to the dark slithering power that emanated from the old texts?

      How old was Remus? His age was obscured by the grotesqueness of his current state, his body wizened and wrinkled unnaturally, his lopsided face perched precariously on his birdlike neck. Nate watched Remus with narrowed eyes, trying to see through the surface to the man beyond. His imagination failed him. “And can you help me? Or is this some deception you've created?” His voice was harsh, and he was expecting an answer he didn't want to hear.

      Across from him, Argus cleared his throat, clearly unhappy that Nate had spoken. But Nate didn’t know how to keep silent when it was his whole life at stake. He ignored Argus’s frown.

      “I can help you, and you can help me. It will be a fair trade.” Remus smiled again.

      Nate ground his teeth. “How can I help you?” he said. “I don’t have any useful powers. You’ve already established that.” He didn’t trust this shrinking schemer with the secret of the Firecaller abilities that burned inside him, itching to be released.

      “I have searched far and wide for a way to reverse the shrinking spell that was cast on me. I have searched the future and have foreseen that you will be the answer to my problems.”

      Nate’s heart pumped faster. What did the old mage know? What had he seen? “What do you want from me?”

      “You will use a spell from the Book of Spells to save me.” Remus leaned forward, his unsettling eyes focused on Nate. “I know you possess the book. It’s part of the prophecy.”

      Nate’s body relaxed slightly. Remus didn’t know he was a Firecaller. But across from where he sat, Jena tensed and Bree put a calming hand on her sister’s arm. Nate said nothing for a moment, gathering his thoughts. He was determined not to give Jena’s secrets away, either. “What makes you so sure I have the Book of Spells?”

      “It is written in the prophecies. Do not lie to me.” Remus made a wide gesture with one long, saggy arm, the huge spell books rustling as he moved. “I have studied for years to find a way out of this curse. It’s in the Book of Spells. I know it is.” His unsteady eyes flickered in the firelight, and Nate’s intuition kicked into full force. This man would never help them. He’d use them for his own ends and then spit them out.

      The full force of their wasted journey hit Nate in the chest, and he struggled to take a breath. They’d made Argus come back here when he didn’t want to. They’d put themselves in danger when they shouldn’t have. It was all a waste of time.

      Across from him, Jena stirred. “How did you come by this shrinking curse, Remus? It seems too simple a spell to confound a powerful mage such as yourself.” She smiled, but it didn’t reach her eyes.

      Remus’s face twisted for a split second, pulling his features into an even more terrible disfigurement. It seemed he might not answer Jena’s question for a moment. Then he gave his chilling smile. “I was caught by a woman. Two women, actually. They were jealous of my powers and connived together to cast this spell over me.”

      Nate looked up, surprised. “The women cast mage spells?” He forced himself not to glance at Jena.

      Remus shook his head impatiently, as if Nate were missing the point. “This was a long time ago, and both women were witches, so they had some power of their own. I taught them a few simple spells.”

      Nate blinked. “You taught them the spells they used to trap you?” The irony was almost laughable.

      Remus saw his expression and waved away his breach of the centuries-old mage law with one arrogant flick of his wrist. “It seemed innocent enough, but on that day, I realized the Council was right to ban women from becoming mages. It leads to no good.” Remus glared at Jena and Bree like they were cooking up trouble right at this moment.

      “And how is it you can’t remove a simple shrinking spell?” Nate felt his anger rising.

      “Because one placed a shrinking spell on me, just as the other placed an eternal spell. Combined, they were powerful enough to entrap me.”

      “What happened to them? Why didn’t they relent?” asked Bree, her eyes wide and her voice soft. She probably couldn’t imagine a world where people weren’t kind to each other.

      But Nate thought he knew why they didn't relent. He wouldn’t give in to this little monster either.

      “Bah,” said Remus, his expression like he’d just eaten a lemon. “I had cast a spell on them first, and it took effect before I could get them to reverse their spells.”

      Nate nodded to himself. It made perfect sense. The reason this horrible little mage was stuck in this position was because of his own actions. “And you couldn’t take back the spell you cast on them?”

      “What use would that have been? There was no guarantee they would have reversed their spells. If I had to be stuck shrinking through the years, they could be stuck in their assigned roles as well. It was a fit punishment.”

      “Even at the expense of your own health?” Nate couldn’t believe it. Remus’s pride was phenomenal.

      “I was confident back then that I would find a way out of the spell. It has since come to my attention that although the eternal spell is small, it is surprisingly powerful. It does not detach itself easily.”

      “What’s in the Book of Spells that will reverse the shrinking spell?” asked Nate, trying to hide his distaste for Remus.

      Remus made an irritated sound. “I don't know what it is. I just know it’s there. Something in the Book of Spells can turn back an eternity spell.” He leaned forward again, his strange, crooked eyes focused on Nate’s face. “You have it, and in return for saving you from certain death at Lothar’s hands, I want to look through the book.”

      A whisper of unease rolled up Nate’s spine. What would Remus do when he realized Nate didn’t have the Book? Would he stand back and let them all die at Lothar’s hands?

      Of course he would.

      Nate glanced at Jena, wondering what she wanted him to do. She just shrugged, as if it were no concern of hers.

      “And if I don't have it?” Nate asked softly.

      “The Guardian might be dead, but the Book of Spells still exists. I know you have it.” Remus’s eyes gleamed in the firelight. Magic leaked from the books under him, swirling around his body like a lover. Even lopsided, his power was disquieting. He wouldn’t let them leave without seeing the Book of Spells. It would just be whether they had the combined power to overcome him—or perhaps the wit to outsmart him.

      Nate tightened his grip on the mug in his hands. “What makes you so sure?” He leaned forward in his chair, staring intently at Remus.

      “Thornal couldn’t destroy it. It’s just not possible. What good is a Guardian without the Book of Spells to protect?” Remus shrugged, his head drooping to one side. “Impossible as it may seem, you are the one from the prophecy, and you are intimately connected to the Book of Spells in all the old sources. It is the only answer that makes sense.”

      Nate’s stomach twisted at what Remus didn’t realize he was saying. “But why?”

      Remus huffed, sweeping his arm in an impatient arc. “I have studied for the last sixty years, trying to find a way out of this ash-begotten spell. I know the Rose King—Lothar—is finally moving, and the prophecy is underway. That means you have the Book.”

      “You seem to know a lot for a man who lives so far from anyone else,” said Nate.

      Remus nodded his head toward the hearth. “I have a Flame Echo. I hear the news; sometimes more than I should.”

      Nate jerked his gaze to the fire, its rosy flames taking on a sinister glow. Was Lothar about to appear? Had he been listening in already? Did he already know where they were? He glanced back at Remus. It took a complicated spell to create an Echo bond. Most of the Flame Echoes that existed were created by the Great Mage, centuries ago. It was a timely reminder that Remus was a powerful mage. He needed to be careful. “Can you control who comes into your flames?”

      Remus smirked. “You’re worried about Lothar?”

      “Of course I am! He’s trying to kill me.”

      “Lothar cannot access this Flame Echo, not unless I allow it. I prefer to keep him blocked.”

      Nate nodded, slightly relieved. “And if I help you undo this spell, what will you do for me?”

      “I will help you defeat Lothar. I can show you his weaknesses.”

      Nate leaned forward. “His weaknesses?”

      Remus patted the side of his nose. “I keep my secrets until you’ve given me what I need. Give me the Book, and I will tell you how to defeat Lothar.”

      Nate paused. “I need some time,” he said. “I’ll go through it to see what might be of use to you. It’s not always a matter of simply reading the Book of Spells.”

      Annoyance flitted across Remus’s face before he could hide it. “I’m a powerful mage. I can interpret it more easily than you ever could. Just give me the Book of Spells to study.”

      Nate frowned. “I gave an oath. It stays with me.”

      Remus smiled, a fake expression that was more chilling than conciliatory. “Then before you study the book, perhaps you could help me with a few tasks?”

      “What kind of tasks?”

      “I’m old and infirm, and I’ve missed having Argus around to help me.” Remus widened his eyes, obviously trying to look infirm. Instead, he looked like his eyes were about to fall out of their sockets.

      Nate glanced at Argus, trying not to react to the unpleasant sight. He didn’t know what to say, but he felt churlish at this sudden change of direction. Argus gave a small shrug, like he didn’t know either.

      “Sure,” said Nate, reluctantly. What could it hurt? It would give them more time to figure out how they were going to deal with Remus demanding the Book of Spells, which they clearly couldn’t give him.

      And they certainly weren’t going to trust him with the truth.
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      Jena stretched, trying to ease her sore muscles.

      The raven fluttered on her stomach, stretching its wings around to her back, mimicking her movement. She was sitting with Bree on the veranda, looking out over the barren landscape, trying not to be too impatient. Nate and Argus had agreed to go collect rocks to shore up the crooked little mage’s crooked little house and had insisted she and Bree stay here and rest. She’d assumed Nate had wanted someone to stay and keep an eye on Remus.

      Argus still hadn’t told Remus that his curse had been broken, and the mage didn’t seem to have noticed. He was ordering Argus around like a slave, and Argus quietly did everything that was asked of him. When Remus had asked them to collect rocks, Argus and Nate had packed up a bag and headed to the quarry.

      So now they waited. It was early afternoon; steam rose from several rocky vents in the distance, and small animals occasionally popped their heads out from behind the sporadic underbrush.

      “You’d think they’d know to stay well hidden,” said Jena.

      “What?” said Bree absently. She’d been staring in the direction Nate and Argus had gone.

      “The animals. Otherwise, they’ll end up on Remus’s walls.”

      Bree shivered delicately. “How does he get their eyes to look so real?”

      Jena shrugged. “Magic.”

      Bree returned her gaze to the narrow track.

      “They’ll be back soon. He’s only sent them to get some rocks from the quarry. Argus said it wasn’t far.”

      “I’m just nervous. Around…you know.”

      Jena nodded. She knew exactly what Bree was talking about. Remus kept watching them out of the corner of his eye, a faint sneer on his lips.

      Even worse, Remus was desperate. She could feel it in every twitch of his eye, every wrinkle of his skin. He hadn’t pestered Nate about the Book of Spells when Nate had stalled him, but he’d wanted to. He’d clenched his tiny little hand tightly and had just smiled and asked them to collect rocks instead. Like he was plotting something devious but knew how to play the long game.

      If anyone knew how to play the long game, it was Remus.

      He was also smart. He’d figure out her secrets if they stayed too long.

      When Remus had questioned him, Nate hadn't looked at her and had answered calmly, but Jena's heart had been pounding loud enough to be heard across the kingdom. She felt like she’d given herself away.

      “They’re both big enough to look after themselves. They’ll be fine,” she said, although she wasn't convinced. Jena crossed her fingers and stared nervously in the same direction as Bree. 

      “But why⁠—”

      Bree broke off as Remus came shuffling around the corner of the house. His beady eyes latched onto them, and he grimaced.

      “Having a rest, ladies?” he said.

      In the time they’d spent with him, it had become clear that Remus didn’t like women. It made her wonder about the women who’d fallen in love with him all those years ago. Had he been so very different? Was it because of those two women that he was so distrustful of Jena and Bree? Or had all the years of shrinking simply affected his mind as well as his body?

      “We’ve traveled a long way,” Bree reminded him softly.

      Jena glanced over at her sister, the edges of her mouth curving in a moment of genuine amusement. She honestly couldn’t tell if Bree really thought Remus didn’t remember, or if she was just playing games with him.

      “Ah yes, I suppose you have.” Remus came to a halt in front of them. He was clothed in a traditional mage gown that had been altered to fit his shrunken body, and his strange, wrinkled hands hung from the sleeves like they weren't even joined to the rest of him. He cast a considering look over their faces. “How much do you wish to help Nate?” he asked. “Do you wish him to succeed against Lothar?”

      Jena tensed. Remus's expression was just bland enough to be suspicious, his eyes glittering with an excitement she couldn't easily explain. 

      “Of course we do,” said Bree, frowning. Her hands tightened on the arms of the wooden chair she was sitting in. 

      “I hesitate to tell you this. I'm not sure you’re strong enough. Perhaps it will only upset you to know what you cannot do.” He paused again, looking apologetic.

      Jena raised her eyebrows but refused to bite. The more she knew of Remus, the more manipulative and devious he seemed. She wouldn't trust him to tell them the correct time of day.

      When neither of the sisters asked him the question he was waiting for, Remus continued. “You can help Nate defeat Lothar. In fact, it is the only way to guarantee his success. But it will mean braving something rather frightening.”

      “What are you talking about?” said Bree, a small frown on her beautiful face.

      “I could not tell you while the men were here; they would not have let you go.”

      Jena stood up. She’d had enough. “This is some kind of trick.”

      Bree pushed herself up from her chair and came to stand beside Jena in a show of solidarity that made Jena’s chest tighten.

      “My dear, this is no trick. It is within your power to bring Nate a lavaen stone from the core of the volcano. With such a powerful magical object on your side, Nate is certain to be victorious.”

      Jena’s stomach dropped. “A lavaen stone?” Her one experience with a lavaen had been terrifying. She had no desire to repeat it.

      “It is a powerful stone that comes from the very core of the beast. It forms like a pearl in an oyster. When it grows too large, they heave it up, vomiting a stone of such power and beauty, it is legendary among mages. The stone would give Nate the advantage he needs over Lothar. The lavaen on my mountain has recently created her very first lavaen stone.”

      Jena swayed where she stood as a page of the Book of Spells appeared in her head. It showed a picture of a gleaming red stone in the hands of a mage. Remus was telling the truth about that aspect of it at least. Except the page talked of lavaen stones as if they were a myth. Jena clenched her hands. “And how are we supposed to get it off the lavaen?”

      “You must enter the lair of the lavaen and ask her for it.”

      Jena shuddered, images of fire and death flashing through her head. “We can't just ask a lavaen for a stone. It’d kill us.”

      “A normal lavaen, perhaps. But this is a special creature. She used to be human. If you appeal to her better nature, explain the quest you are on, she may give it to you. It is your only hope.”

      “Okay, well when Nate and Argus get back, we can talk to them, and⁠—”

      “No,” said Remus sharply. “She responds only to women. Tears men to pieces. If I allowed you to take the men, they would only be a hindrance. You would fail. This is something you must do on your own.”

      Jena narrowed her eyes suspiciously. “Did you do something to her? Is that why she hates men?”

      Remus waved a hand. “It hardly matters how it came to be. But the stone is there for you, if you are brave enough to take it.”

      “How exactly will the stone help Nate?” Jena knew there was a trick involved in Remus’s suggestion, but she wasn’t sure what it was. He was probably expecting them to fail. He assumed he was sending two helpless women into the lavaen’s lair.

      Horrible little ash-dweller.

      How had Argus borne living alongside him all those years under his spell?

      Although perhaps it explained the mercenary’s surly demeanor.

      “It is a power source. Lothar is gaining strength every day. Nate… is not a powerful mage. Fate seems to have chosen him, but if Nate is to have a chance of winning this battle, he needs help.”

      Nate was far more powerful than Remus seemed to suspect, but Jena wasn’t about to contradict him. She thought of the murghah, and the small glowing ruby filled with souls the creature had carried. Lothar was using the souls of his own people to succeed in his terrible quest. It would certainly help if they had something similar. “Say we believe you. What do we have to do?” Jena asked. She ignored the flash of triumph on Remus’s face. He knew nothing about them. He was underestimating their abilities.

      “You must enter the cave and ask for the pleasure of speech with her,” said Remus. “Always be polite and never turn your back on her. Explain your need and ask for the lavaen stone. Simple.”

      Jena turned to Bree and spoke in a low voice. “He’s telling the truth about the lavaen stone. If it can be of help to Nate, I need to go. But you should stay here and wait for Nate and Argus, tell them what I'm doing.”

      “No,” said Bree firmly, her eyes flashing. “If you go, I go. You might need help.” Bree glanced over at Remus. “And I’m not staying here alone with him,” she added under her breath.

      Jena turned back to the shrinking mage. “How long will it take us to get to the lavaen’s lair?”

      “Just over an hour. It’s very close.” Remus waved one hand toward the summit.

      She gazed up the mountain. In the distance, shots of red lava spurted out from the uppermost volcanoes. “She lives near the top of the volcano?”

      “She lives inside the volcano.” Remus's eyes glinted, and Jena saw amusement flit across his face. She let out an angry breath. He was a smoky, devious mage and this was a trick to get rid of them. He thought they wouldn’t survive the meeting with the lavaen.

      But he didn’t realize who their parents were, or that her grandfather had taught her to be a mage. He didn’t know she had the Book of Spells inside her head, ready to use at all times. He didn’t know she had Thornal’s raven attached to her body.

      And the Book of Spells had confirmed that lavaen stones were real. That they held power comparable to the fire rubies that Lothar was already using. Maybe more powerful.

      They—Nate—needed all the help he could get.

      “Tell us how to get there.”
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      Nate’s back was soaked with sweat, and his shirt was sticking uncomfortably to his skin.

      He grasped another heavy lava rock with two hands and hefted it into his bag. Despite being small, they were compact—heavy with the minerals formed in the center of the lava. The sun was baking his skin, heating it until he felt like he was being burned alive inside a forge. This was much harder work than mining the volcanoes for salt; it was the kind of work he’d always called a demon to do, except he’d vowed not to do that anymore.

      He paused and looked over at Argus. “How many more do we need?” he said, trying not to sound like he was whining.

      “Not many,” replied Argus from a few feet away where he was lifting a lava rock twice the size of Nate’s.

      “Did he make you do this very often? When you were under his spell?” Nate asked. He picked up another rock, and threw it into the bag, his arm muscles already aching.

      “He enjoyed putting me in my place.”

      Nate winced. “And the reason we’re breaking our backs lifting rocks for him now is…?”

      “We needed more time to figure out what we’re going to do. This gives it to us.”

      “And what are we going to do?” Nate was struggling to figure that out, even here, away from the dark swirling magic of Remus. He wiped sweat off his forehead with the back of his hand. “We can’t show him the Book of Spells. And we can’t trust him with any of our secrets. Which means he’s not going to tell us anything useful.”

      Argus held one hand up to shade his eyes from the sun. “I know.” He hesitated. “Is there any way Jena could tell him…?”

      “No,” said Nate sharply. “Remus can’t know that she’s a powerful mage. She’s in enough danger already. She doesn’t need someone like Remus having that power over her.”

      Argus shrugged. “Then we leave. Remus won’t tell us anything if we have no leverage.”

      “What about telling him that I’m the Firecaller?”

      Argus stared at him. “What would that achieve? Can you reverse his shrinking spell with your Firecaller abilities?” His large frame almost blocked out the afternoon sun.

      “No. I don’t think so.” Nate squinted at Argus, wishing that he understood his magic and could get them out of this situation.

      “Then he won’t care. He only cares about reversing that spell. Nothing and no one else.”

      “Jena could search the Book of Spells for a spell that might work,” said Nate. “But I’m sure she’s already done that. And I don’t think Remus would be satisfied.”

      “No. He believes he’s the only one who can truly see the potential in the spells he casts. He likes to pore over books, touch and feel them, read them over and over.”

      “He’s not doing that to Jena,” growled Nate. It felt like every hair on his body was bristling at the very idea.

      “No. I thought not.”

      “What other options do we have?”

      “We leave.” Argus looked grim, like maybe it wasn’t going to be that easy.

      Disappointment swirled in Nate’s stomach like acid. “But we spent all this time getting here. We were so sure he’d be able to help.”

      “He could help. But he won’t unless we’re useful to him.”

      “Is there anything else he might want to know?” Nate hesitated. “I have other abilities…”

      Argus narrowed his eyes. “Like what?”

      “I have a particular power; another part of being Firecaller.” Nate hesitated, old habits making him reluctant to spill his secrets. He took a breath, then blurted it out. “I can see and talk to ghosts. When you rescued me the first time, a ghost told me your master was lying and would only pretend to help me. It wanted to help me get out of there without you.” Nate looked for shock or fear on Argus's face… and saw neither. The mercenary had lived with a mage for far too long.

      Argus simply frowned. “How do you know the ghost didn't lie?”

      “They can't lie. They can omit information, they can put it across in a certain way, but they can’t outright lie. Kind of like demons.”

      “Then why come with me?”

      “Aside from the fact that wolvans and a lavaen were attacking?” said Nate, raising his brows.

      “Aside from that,” agreed Argus.

      Sweat dripped from his brow as Nate considered the rocky cliffs above them for a moment. Argus waited for his answer, patient as ever. “Ghosts… when they’re living in the Edges between this world and the next… have to figure out why they're still here,” he said slowly, trying to articulate it in a way that would make sense. “Sometimes they're just stubborn bastards who don't want to die, but mostly, if they find what it is they want to finish, they’ll move on to the next world once they finish it. They get desperate as soon as they realize I have the power to help them do that.”

      “And that’s bad?”

      Nate shrugged. “They’ll say and do anything to get me to help them, without considering the consequences for the living. They don’t care about anything but getting what they want. It can be devastating. So, I went with you.”

      “And it landed you here, carrying rocks for a mean little bastard mage and trying to figure out what he’s up to instead,” said Argus dryly.

      “Indeed.” Nate paused and looked up. “But you did save my life several times. I don’t know if I ever properly thanked you for that.”

      “You were too busy running away from me,” said Argus, his tone amused.

      Nate winced. “I didn’t want to be King of Ignisia. Still don’t.” Except now he’d vowed to wrest it from Lothar’s twisted hands. Nate tried to regret it and couldn’t.

      “Sometimes we don’t have a choice in life. Things just happen a certain way.” Argus’s expression was haunted for a moment, before he hid his emotions again.

      Nate hesitated. “Your brother’s death wasn’t your fault,” he said cautiously. He didn't want to upset Argus, but his brother Eldrin had told them all the story of how their older brother had saved Argus at the cost of his own life. It was a burden Argus seemed reluctant to release.

      Argus glanced sharply at Nate. “You don’t know—” He stopped and took a deep breath. “I’ve carried that with me for a long time. It’s hard to let it go.”

      “I know. But you’ve got a second chance now, with Bree. Don’t mess it up by focusing on your past.”

      Argus paused in lifting rocks and stared up the mountain. “My past is filled with regret and difficulty,” he murmured. “Remus used me as a mindless weapon for more years than I care to remember. But Bree has given me a reason to be more, she has given me a purpose and a life again. I would do anything to protect her.”

      The ferocity of Argus’s answer surprised Nate. He swallowed over the lump in his throat. “That’s a good reason to think about the future more than the past.”

      Argus raised his eyebrows at Nate. “Like you’re doing?”

      Nate ran one hand through his hair, frustrated. “My future isn’t so simple. I have to battle a self-righteous mage more powerful than I, and if I succeed, I become king, a role I know nothing about and have no desire to hold.”

      Argus shook his head. “You’re smart. You’ll figure it out.”

      “Maybe.” Blowing out a long breath, Nate sat down heavily on a nearby boulder. “So we really just leave here? Get nothing from Remus?”

      “What makes you think I have the answers?” Argus lifted another rock and placed it into the closest burlap bag. He didn’t even look like he’d broken a sweat.

      “He was your master, you should know him.”

      Argus paused. Then he stretched his back and curved one corner of his mouth. It was the closest Nate had ever seen him come to being happy. “He’s not my master anymore.”

      Nate grimaced. “Was it truly awful being his slave?”

      “Worse than anything you can imagine,” said Argus, his expression losing some of its satisfaction. “But I’m free now, and I don’t intend to get myself caught up in another curse created by that man.”

      “So what do we do?” Nate tried to keep his voice calm, but some of his fear leaked into his words. He wasn’t just asking about Remus. He didn’t know what they were going to do once they left here.

      “Your ghost was right. He’s going to double-cross you if he can.”

      Nate nodded slowly. “I don’t want to give him anything.”

      “Nor I. We need to leave here as soon as possible.”

      “Do you think Remus will just let us leave?”

      Argus shook his head firmly. “No. We’ll have to sneak out once he’s asleep and we can’t delay. We must leave tonight.”

      “You’re really afraid of what he’ll do to us, aren’t you?” Nate had never seen Argus act like this around another person.

      “He’s not a good man. He will connive and lie and steal to get his way. We need to take these rocks back, do whatever he asks of us without question for the rest of the day, except give him the Book of Spells. And then in the middle of the night, we run from here. It’s the only way.”

      “But where do we go? I was relying on Remus giving us some kind of direction.” Nate tried to imagine where else they could go for help against Lothar, and failed.

      “I think we should go to the Utugani winter camp immediately. My father is a skilled leader and always has his ear to the ground. He will have some suggestions on where you can go next.”

      Nate clenched his hands into fists. Argus was talking as if he planned to let Nate continue without him. And he knew it made sense. Argus wanted to protect Bree, not go charging off on a suicide mission to fight a powerful prince. But he couldn’t help the pang in his chest. “The idea of going home must be tantalizing,” he forced himself to say. It wasn’t Argus’s fight. He couldn’t force the mercenary to come with him to the Flame City.

      Argus hesitated and his expression became almost wistful. “Yes, seeing Eldrin has made me long for home. I’m excited by the idea of hugging my grandmother and younger sister again, and I’m even looking forward to talking hunting with my father.”

      “What will you do once we get there?”

      Argus took a deep breath. “I’m free to do what I want. I’m free to love Bree and settle down if she’ll have me. I’m free to introduce my family to the woman I love.”

      Argus looked almost overwhelmed by the idea. It made Nate’s heart swell and he felt churlish for wishing the big man would come with him to face Lothar. He went over to Argus and grabbed his shoulders. He grinned, then pulled Argus into a big hug—not caring whether the mercenary wanted it or not—slapping his back in congratulations. Argus stiffened, then relaxed and hugged Nate in return.

      Nate stepped back, still grinning. “How long were you under his spell?”

      “Too long. Since just after I left the Flame Guards.”

      “Eldrin said that was years ago…” Nate looked up at Argus. “I don’t know how you’re so calm about all this. Or why you’re even here.”

      “I will do anything for Bree. She brought me back to life.” Argus shrugged. “She wanted to come here, so I came here.”

      “Then let’s get these rocks back to Remus and get the hell away from this place.”
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