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Happy Birthday

Hope you have many, many, more, and That I get to wish you for every single one
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Prologue: Draven
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Draven stared at Ayaan and the knife buried hilt deep in his chest. He hadn’t meant to hurt him. He had only pushed him, and Ayaan had fallen on to the knife, which somehow–

It made no sense, but it was evident that Ayaan was dead, his eyes glassy and staring. Draven stared at his own hands which were shaking. His whole body was. He had been angry; they both had been. But it was no different than all the thousands of fights they’d had over their childhoods and adolescence. 

But now, Ayaan lay dead, and though Draven might not have stabbed him, he felt no less culpable. Where had the damn knife come from? Why hadn’t he noticed it? And even if it had been on the floor, how could Ayaan falling on it have caused such an injury?

Draven took a step back, still shaking, swallowing. There was something in his chest, constricting his breathing. He wanted to shout, to yell, but he couldn’t do anything but move back, as far as possible from Ayaan’s body.

The door burst open behind him, and the sound of armoured bodies and footsteps thundered in his ears. His vision tunnelled and darkened and there was no air left in his lungs.

“Your Highness!” a voice spoke but it came from so far away. 

Draven crumpled to the floor, and he heard screaming. It was only as someone shook him that he realised that he was the one screaming. He couldn’t breathe again, and he struggled in his captor’s arms, flailing out with all the strength of his sixteen years. 

It wasn’t enough, and voices surrounded him, making no sense. Draven screamed and called his magic to his aid. It burned through him, causing him to scream again, but the voices stopped, and no one was holding him now. He blinked his eyes open, his vision blurry. 

Bodies lay inert around him. Bodies of people he knew, soldiers he had trained with, his guards and Ayaan’s, their instructor, his father’s commander, and–

Draven crawled across the floor, unable to rise due to the weakness that assailed his limbs. 

All of them were dead, eyes staring and wide, mouths open in silent screams. No marks on their bodies, no blood, nothing.

His magic had killed them all.

Draven looked at the open door. More soldiers would come now, and this time, he had no excuses. 

He pulled himself to his feet. He had to escape. Not even his parents could cover this up; neither could his status as the prince. 

Rulers are subject to laws, the same as everyone else.

The lesson his first tutor had drilled into him was still on the forefront of his mind. His father had always lived exemplifying that, refusing to bend the laws even for his family. 

Draven could expect no mercy or reprieve. He had to leave. That was the only choice he had now. 

On shaking legs, he stumbled to the door. 


Part One: Beginning
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One: Aspen
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Aspen kept close to the wall as she rounded it. The shadows were enough concealment for her. The wall was low, which caused her to crouch as she moved. Her silver hair was dyed black tonight, and her clothes were all black, causing her to seem as if she were part of the shadows where she hid. A mage could have used the shadows to wrap around themselves, but Aspen had no magic. She had to rely on her stealth and speed, and the extensive knowledge of magic and mages she had gained by surviving in a world full of magic users with no magic of her own.

Most mages depended on magic for everything. They thought that because they had magic, because they could read minds, they had an advantage over someone like her who couldn’t use magic, who didn’t have any. Aspen had been dealing with people who thought so all her life and by now, she had become adept at defending herself against nearly every magic user there was.

Draven, though. Draven was different. He was more powerful than any other mage, and he used magic differently. It was as if he just needed to think to make something happen. No other mage could do that. Arren was the most powerful mage Aspen knew and if she tried, she knew she could take him on. Fight him and win.

She wasn’t so sure she would survive a fight against Draven.

But she had to try.

The man had taken the kingdom of Jierthet by force ten years ago, and his power had been growing ever since. Aspen had joined the rebellion five years ago, because she couldn’t stay away any longer. The danger that Draven represented was very real and they needed to do something to stop him. 

Of course, she was not hiding here for Draven. Just one of his messengers. Aspen had been intercepting messages to and from Draven and his lieutenants for a while now. All they had managed was slow down his invasion of Bexfort. This was the last kingdom in Grothoe which wasn’t under his rule. It also stood between him and the ocean, the ocean that he planned to cross, to subjugate more kingdoms, continents, people. 

Arsolus was likely his next target, across the ocean in the continent of Moshiers. Draven had already conquered two other continents. Lorwedin and Moshiers were the only remaining ones, and Lorwedin was uninhabited. 

At times, she despaired they would never be able to stop him. But they would fight. Fight till they had no breath left in their bodies. Fight till the last of their strengths failed. 

It was all they could do. 

But if they ignored the larger picture, ignored the armies sweeping across the kingdom even now, Aspen could say that they weren’t doing too badly. They were disrupting communications, supply lines, making strikes at weak points of Draven’s armies, harrying them. 

The soldiers of kingdoms he subdued were fighting too, but Draven’s forces were too powerful, and with the man himself taking the field and using magic like a plaything, there was little the soldiers could do. 

Even then, they hadn’t given up. Aspen tried to take heart from that. 

A faint sound made her alert, focussed on her mission and target. She pressed herself closer to the wall, thanking whatever deities there were for the moonless night. Lack of light didn't bother her. 

The air was warm, redolent with the fragrance of a hundred wildflowers mixed with various other smells. The smell of sweat was prominent among them plus something that Aspen recognised as horse manure. She tensed. If her quarry was going to be riding, she would have to take a risk and attack him here. Not an ideal situation, especially if he had guards, which was likely.

Aspen touched the small stone on her bracelet. Arren had forced her to take it. Imbuing an object with magic wasn't easy, but once done, even someone like Aspen could use it. This was a simple protection charm. It would save her from a direct hit with magic. That was all Arren could manage. But Aspen had no complaints. It was more than enough to turn the tables in a pinch. To even the odds when she was fighting magic users.

She hoped that she wouldn't need to use it, that she could use her skills to take down the messenger and his guards before they had time to realise what was happening. Depended on how many guards there were, too. 

Sounds again, movement, and the sound of a gate opening, hinges creaking. 

“Lord Draven will reward you handsomely for your help,” a voice spoke.

“Just get out of my property,” a woman's voice responded, anger a faint undercurrent. “I don't need any reward from your demonspawned leader. Just let my child go!”

Aspen stiffened. A child. That complicated things. If the messenger had forced the woman's compliance by threatening her child, he would not give up that advantage lightly.

“Nothing will happen to your child,” the man said. “He will grow up among Lord Draven's people, his magic will be used for Lord Draven's use.”

“Please!” the woman started crying. “Let him go. Leave him with me. I don't want to lose him.”

“Bah, what do you even know! This is an honour, woman! Ranij, Erien, get her out of my way!”

Two guards, it seemed like. Aspen moved before she could rethink the situation. She rounded the wall, and leapt over the half open gate, taking in the situation. A man had a woman in a tight hold, another woman, standing next to them, a pair of handcuffs in her hands. A man stood near a horse, an unconscious child slung over his shoulder.

Aspen moved quickly, the woman with the handcuffs taken down before she could cast a spell, and to the man with the child who dropped the child and sent a bolt of energy her way. Aspen ducked under it and rolled, coming up near his legs, her dagger finding his femoral artery without fail. The man screamed and fell down, and Aspen kicked him on his head.

The other man had let the woman go and cast a spell at her, but Aspen was already moving, and it sailed harmlessly past her. The man cast another spell, a bolt of energy, but she leapt over it and kicked out at his head. The man moved, her feet connecting with his shoulder, and he caught hold of her feet and threw her. 

Aspen landed painfully on her side and the man's spell, an unknown one caught her on her side. Immediately, her limbs started to stiffen. A paralysis spell. Aspen tried to speak, to activate the spell in the stone on her bracelet, but she couldn't move. 

The man stiffened suddenly, and Aspen saw a blade poking from his belly. He fell down, and the woman he had been threatening stood there, hands bloody. Her wide eyes met Aspen’s, but she didn't say a word as she hurried to the child, grabbed him, and carried him away, running out of the gate.

Sensible. If someone found dead bodies of Draven's people near her house, she would be held responsible.

Aspen lay there, stiff as a board, able to move only her eyeballs, and to breathe. Most paralysis spells wore off after a while, so all she had to do was stay there and hope that no one else came along. When footsteps were heard, she cursed all the deities above and the demons below.

“If it isn’t our famed assassin,” a merry voice spoke. “Need a hand, Aspen?”

She glared at the laughing man who loomed over her. Aryan was due a thrashing from her, but she couldn’t deny her relief at seeing him. 

 


Two
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Aspen sat on the bed, letting Winter fuss over her. She wasn’t injured as such, and as far as she knew, the paralysis spell didn’t have any dangerous side effects. But Winter was the healer and used to be a teacher. She knew more about these spells than nearly anyone alive, other than Arren. If the mage who cast the paralysis spell had laced it with a curse, Aspen wouldn’t know. But Winter would. She was trained to look for such, and Aspen knew that the caution was needed. 

None of them were in a hurry to forget how Sage had died. Sage had been Winter’s only sister, and Aspen had only a passing acquaintance with the woman, but she remembered her death. The curse that had been laced in a seemingly harmless defensive spell, which they hadn’t thought to check for till it was too late. 

So, now, Winter checked them all for curses, and if she was busy or tired or unavailable, Arren did. It was no part of a High Mage’s duties, but these days, it could be argued that High Mages had nothing better to do. Arren was the only High Mage remaining now, all the others killed by Draven or his minions, either in direct combat or through other means. 

Aspen had retaliated by assassinating most of Draven’s lieutenants, but the man was the real problem, and she had no solution for him yet. 

“There’s nothing wrong,” Winter said, relief evident in her tone. Aspen smiled at the older woman.

“Thank you.”

“What were you thinking, taking on three of them by yourself?” Winter asked, her worry poorly concealed. 

Her smooth face was furrowed as she stared at Aspen, the green eyes sparkling with anger now. Winter’s pale ashen hair was gathered on top of her head in a severe bun, but some tendrils had escaped it. She was wearing a plain grey tunic and pants, similar to the clothes Aspen herself was wearing now. 

“There was no time,” Aspen said. “They were holding a child hostage and threatening his mother.”

Winter’s eyes softened for a moment before hardening again and she placed her arms akimbo. 

“And?” she asked. “That woman can’t escape now, especially since they died on her premises. Have you thought of that? Perhaps if you had contacted us, we could have found a way to rescue them both without risking your life.”

Aspen knew it, but she also knew what was going to happen. The rebels were desperate, and they would have pressured the woman into joining them, and the child would grow up as indoctrinated as he would have been under Draven. Aspen was part of the rebellion, but that didn’t mean she agreed with everything they did.

Everyone should have a choice, otherwise why were they fighting at all?

But she kept her thoughts silent, scattered, thinking of irrelevancies along with the real ones. In a world full of magic users capable of plucking thoughts from your mind, she had had to learn to protect her mind early. 

Not that Winter or Arren would ever violate her mind, but she acknowledged that not everyone in the rebellion was that conscientious. There were those who were plain bullies, the only redeeming quality they had being their hatred of Draven or admiration for Arren. Aspen had handled bullies all her life and none of them messed with her again.

“Is Addilyn back?” she asked in an attempt to distract Winter. Addilyn was her roommate and best friend, and as much a worrywart as Winter, but Aspen missed her. She had been gone on a mission for a while now.

“Not yet, but she’s fine. Arren’s received updates. Stop worrying about her and worry about yourself.”

Aspen remained silent, but salvation arrived in the form of Aryan who opened the door without knocking.

“So, how's it going?” Aryan asked.

“I'm fine,” Aspen said, adding. “Thank you for the help.”

“What?” Aryan pressed his hand to his chest. “Did I hear Aspen thank me just now?”

“Keep it up and you're asking for a punch to the head,” Aspen growled.

Winter chuckled. “That's enough, you two. Aspen, you should rest. We'll discuss the messages after. Arren said there's nothing that can't wait.”

“Come on, darling,” Aryan said, throwing an arm around her shoulder. “Let me take you to dinner first. You must be starving.”

She dug her elbow to his ribs, but not hard. She enjoyed Aryan's company and his nonsense. He was the brightest spot of sunshine in this fucking mess they called a life.

Many times, Aspen asked herself if there was another way. Could they have done something else? Could she have done something differently? But in the end, it all came down to the fact that Draven had to be stopped, that he couldn't be allowed to continue his reign of terror or his invasions. 

They were as effective as a colony of ants against a dragon, but if they gave up, who else was there?

Aspen had grown up in a continent away from this one, and as such she had never even heard of Draven till she came here a few years ago. At that time, he had just ascended to his throne, following the mysterious deaths of his parents and brother. 

In just a few years, he had started his war of conquest, and though all the High Mages had joined together to fight him, they had not succeeded. Arren had advocated for diplomacy first, but he had been overruled. Yet, Arren had sent secret messages to Draven in the hopes that sanity would prevail. Draven had replied by asking Arren to join him or perish. He wasn't planning to stop, he said, not till the world was reduced to ashes.

Aspen couldn't understand the level of hatred inside Draven's chest that must want the entire world destroyed. What did the world do to him? What was the point of all this?

The dining hall was empty as they reached it, and Aryan led her to a corner table where there was already a bowl of stew and bread. 

“Your feast awaits, my lady,” he said.

Aspen smiled at him. “Let's share,” she said, knowing well that the portion was more than her share.

“Not hungry,” he said, taking the seat from across hers.

“I can't eat if you don't join me,” Aspen said. “I don't care if you're hungry or not. I'll force feed you.”

He chuckled but broke a piece of bread and dipped it in the stew before taking a very exaggerated bite.

Aspen smiled again as she started eating too. Their food was running low, and they had to ration very strictly. What they had was never enough even to assuage hunger, but it kept them alive. 

Which was all they could do at the moment. Aspen wondered if hunger would drive at least some of the rebels to leave the cause. It hadn't happened till now, but surely, it was only a matter of time. Neither Arren nor Winter would force anyone to stay, unlike Draven.

Draven.

The food tasted like ashes in her mouth as she thought of the tyrant. Hatred boiled in her veins as she thought of the child she had rescued from Draven's men, and the mother who had saved Aspen's life. 

“They're safe,” Aryan said quietly. “The woman and the child. Arren had them sent away with a protective charm. Unless Draven himself is coming after them, they should be safe.”

Aspen looked at him. “How did you know?”

“You looked fierce,” he said. “You never look like that unless you're thinking of an injustice.”

Aspen looked at her food. She didn't want to eat anymore. She liked to think of herself as a warrior of justice, but she knew that she was pretty much useless. For one child or woman they saved, Draven hurt a hundred more every day. Nothing they did made a difference. 

“I don't know what we can do more,” she muttered. “Are we even doing any good?”

“If you look at the bigger picture, maybe not.” Aryan looked grave, quite unlike his usual expression. “But to that mother and son, it made a difference. Doesn't that count?”

“It does,” she murmured. 

Maybe they couldn't stop Draven completely, but every blow they struck made a difference to someone. She had to remember that.

 


Three
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The room they were in was small, just fitting them all in. The building was a school at one time but had been abandoned at the start of the war, both students and teachers escaping to what they believed was safety. Since then, everyone who could, had been conscripted into the armies of the various kingdoms to fight Draven, and those who didn't want to, simply kept running.

Nothing remained of those armies now, and the rebellion only survived because they stayed underground, and not even Draven’s best spies knew all of its leaders. 

When the rebels wanted a place to lie low and to use as their headquarters in Bexfort, this building was ideal. It still had all its walls and roof, not to speak of the wards and other magical defences that every educational institution in the kingdom once had. 

Though abandoned, it still had enough rooms to house them, and they were able to make makeshift beds with the remaining furniture. The kitchen was intact, which was a blessing and a nearby abandoned town had farmlands and grazing animals which had been left behind. The rebels had learned to farm and maintain animals for survival, and it stood them in good stead.

Of course, many first expected Aspen to focus on cooking or cleaning or farming since she had no magic, but she had soon proved them wrong. The chores were divided equally amongst all, not even Arren getting out of them. Winter being a healer was the only one excused from other chores. She had roped Aspen in as her assistant soon after, which enabled her to get out of chores too. 

Even then, she helped out in the kitchen and laundry because she enjoyed the work. Laundry was mostly mechanical and cooking needed patience. The building also had a large library and Aspen enjoyed reading and cleaning the place. 

Today, they were in what must have been one of the halls, though it was not large. Just enough for them all to sit without their elbows knocking into each other. 

It brought home to Aspen how less in numbers they were. When the rebellion started, they numbered in the thousands. Now, there were barely a hundred of them left. That they were able to do anything was a miracle.

This was their last bastion, all other rebel bases already destroyed by Draven’s armies. If they were to lose this… Aspen didn’t want to think of that. 

“The latest message we intercepted says that Draven is almost at the coast,” Arren said. “The message is to ensure that there are enough ships and crew left intact by the time he gets there.”

“Then, it's obvious what we should do,” Aniyaah said. “Attack the ships and destroy them.”

“Why?” Storan asked. “Let him take those ships and leave. Why should we bother? Good riddance, I say!”

“That won't solve anything,” Aryan said grimly. “Sooner or later, he will return, and then what? Do you think things would magically improve for us because he's not here? He'll burn the whole continent down before he leaves, making it impossible for anyone to live! Already Jierthet and Rogesh are destroyed, and the less said about Serlkie the better. It’s a miracle we’ve not been caught yet.” 

“We have to destroy the ships,” Aniyaah repeated.

“We should kill Draven,” Aspen said firmly.

“Easier said than done,” Storan said, a jeering tone to his voice. “You think where even the High Mage has failed, a magicless assassin can prevail?”

“I think Aspen has already proved that she can do things that I cannot,” Arren said calmly. “She has killed several of Draven’s lieutenants, who had been responsible for the assassinations of the other High Mages.” His eyes met hers. “But Draven is not an easy mark. I would send you after him, but I value you too much, Aspen. We can't throw away lives on foolish missions. I'm sorry. It's not about your abilities: he's just too powerful.”

“So we just let him do what he wants while we do what?” Aspen asked. “Hide and save ourselves? Kill a few messengers? What good is any of it if we can't end Draven?”

“It'll be a suicide mission,” Storan said, but he was looking excited. “But it will be worth it.”

“We're not here to throw our lives away,” Arren said again.

“But what are we here for?” Winter asked, surprising Aspen. “Aspen is right, Arren. If we can't stop Draven, whatever we do is of no use. Sooner or later, he'll destroy us. If we can do something useful, isn't that worth it? Even if we lose our lives, if we can kill him–”

“We can't!” Arren said, sounding like he's at the end of his tether. “There's a prophecy. No one can destroy him.”

“I refuse to believe that!” Aspen said. “Even if there's a prophecy, I don't believe in an unalterable fate. Nothing is set in stone, Arren.”

He sighed, looking tired and old. “Some things are.”

“Only because we make them so,” Aryan said. “Why are we even fighting for if we believe it's no use?”

“I didn't say that.” Arren sighed again. “Draven can be stopped, but I don't think the person who can do that exists yet. What we're doing is keeping hope alive, paving the ground for that person when they appear.”

“And I say bullshit,” Aspen said. “Show us the prophecy, let us decide for ourselves.”

“It's destroyed,” Arren said, not looking happy. “It was already partially destroyed when I found it, so I could be wrong, but I would rather err on the side of caution.”

“We should do what we can to bring all this to an end,” Winter said. “Even if it's hopeless, we need to try, Arren. Ending Draven for good is the only way, and we need to consider a plan for that instead of assuming it can’t be done.”

Arren bowed his head. “It appears that I've been overruled.”

“I want to be part of the team,” Aspen said.

“No,” Arren said. “I know you're equal to anyone here, Aspen, but as I said, Draven is not a normal mage. He can't be defeated by anyone without magic.”

Aspen couldn't explain the depths of hurt that she felt. “Arren...”

“I'm not looking down on you, Aspen. But Draven has killed five high mages easily. Even I can't be sure I can take him on. I won't risk you on this. Or anyone. Aspen isn't allowed to come, but anyone who has magic enough to kill can join. This mission will be strictly volunteers only.”

Aspen bent her head, swallowing her ire and the surprising prickle of tears.

A part of her understood Arren's logic and reasoning, but that didn't make up for the fact that one of the few people who had never demanded that she prove herself, who had believed her worthy despite her having no magic, should have sidelined her because of it. Lack of magic was not her fault. She was born this way, and no one knew why it was that she had no magic. Her parents and siblings had tried their best to pretend she didn't exist, and Aspen had had to constantly prove herself, had to fight every day for the right to exist in a world of magic.

Today, it felt like the worst of those days when she had thought of taking her own life. Sheer spite it was that kept her going back then. Aspen drew a couple of deep breaths and rose, head held high.

“I would like to be excused, Arren. If you need me, I'll be in the kitchen.”

Cooking was her solace. She enjoyed everything associated with it. Cutting, dicing, chopping, boiling, cleaning, even the waiting. How simple vegetables or some pieces of meat or fish could transform into something that danced with flavours on the tongue was a magic all its own. 
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Winter was the one who found her, in the middle of making a soup. Aspen pretended she didn't notice the older woman.

“He sidelined me too, you know,” Winter said after a moment's silence.

“Why?” Aspen asked, focus on the pot and one eye on the hourglass. 

“Apparently, I'm indispensable as a healer.”

“At least that's a good reason,” Aspen said as she took the pot handlers and removed the heavy pot from the stove. 

“Aspen, he didn't sideline you because of your lack of magic, though that may be what he said,” Winter said. “He believes you're more indispensable than him to this fight.”

Aspen stared at her, the pot still in her hands. “What?”

“Put that down,” Winter said.

Aspen did so and turned to Winter again. “Explain.”

Winter shrugged. “I can’t because I don’t understand it myself. All I know is Arren thinks you’re the most important person in this rebellion.” She paused. “I know why I think you’re important, and that’s because I love you like a sister, a friend. You’re my family. But Arren… I know that isn’t why. He just says it’s a gut feeling he has.”

Aspen knew not to discount gut feelings or scoff at them, but this particular one made no sense. Why would Arren think she was important at all? She was no more and no less important than any others. She understood Winter’s feelings. She had appeared in Winter’s life when the woman was reeling from the loss of her sibling, and she had made Aspen a replacement in her head. To Aspen, who never had any siblings and whose parents had never cared for her, the affection that Winter gave her was something she wasn’t used to but was more than welcome. 

“You’re my family too,” Aspen said. “You, Arren, Addilyn… I just… I hate it when my lack of magic makes me a liability.”

“You have never been a liability to us,” Winter said. “Magic or no, you’ve always been someone we have relied on for things that we shouldn’t even have. All the same, I’m not sorry Arren asked you to stay behind. I… I can’t lose you too, Aspen.”

Winter looked so sad that Aspen stepped forward and hugged the older woman. 

“I understand that,” she muttered. “But that isn’t why Arren asked me to stay behind.”

Winter’s arms were tight around her. “I don’t want to see another sister die,” she said. 

Aspen wished she could reassure the other woman, but she knew that none of them had that ability.
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Aspen was in the library when Aryan came to find her. She was reading one of the children’s books, a tale about the Deities in the days before the Destruction.

The library was a tiny room with boarded up windows and a low ceiling. A shelf full of educational and children’s books covered one wall. A map of Bexfort, torn and faded adorned another. The other two walls were bare, with a cracked chalkboard taking up half of one. There were a desk and the chair on which she was sitting, a taper on the desk giving enough light to read.

“Sulking?” Aryan asked, and she looked up from a colourful picture depicting Berenin and Virtho in a market, a child with a candy holding out one to the Deities, a wide smile on his face.

“Not exactly,” Aspen muttered. “I just need to…” To what? Forget Arren had sidelined her? Cited her lack of magic as a reason? Aspen had enough people who looked down on her for it; she didn’t need Arren to undermine what confidence she had. 

Aryan sighed. “If we’re honest,” he said. “I would rather be in your shoes than mine.”

She set the book down on her lap and frowned at him. “Why did you volunteer then?”

Aryan perched on the edge of the desk. “How can I not?” he asked, but he didn’t look happy. “I may not be a High Mage or a former teacher of magic, but I’m one of the most powerful magic users we have. I can’t live with myself if I didn’t volunteer.”

“Who else?” Aspen asked and Aryan leaned forward to take the book from her lap. 

“No one you know,” he said. 

That meant it was rebels from one of the other bases who had recently joined them here. Aspen was still learning their names and faces. It didn’t help that a lot of the rebels were on missions most of the time. 

“You’ll be careful?” she asked, turning her bracelet in her hand. It had protective and defensive spells on it, and sometimes Aspen thought that it did more to keep her alive than all her skills.

Aryan sighed. “Against Draven? Does it even matter?” He turned the book in his hands. “Do you know his followers call him an incarnation of Virtho?”

“Why? Because he’s destroying the world?” she asked. 

After all, Virtho had done it once, destroyed the world in anger, though no two sources ever agreed on the cause for that fury. Aspen couldn’t have imagined the kind of rage that could destroy the world, but then Virtho was a Deity. 

And now, here was Draven, who was only human, who proved that you don’t have to be divine to destroy the world.

Aryan’s shoulders moved in a shrug. “If he is Virtho’s incarnation, we’re doomed. Because there’s no Berenin to pull him back, no Sylara to spill tears, no Darthil to reason with him.”

“He’s no Deity,” Aspen said. “Deities aren’t real. These are just stories.”

Once she might have believed in them, but not for over two decades now. 

Aryan smiled at her. “I don’t believe in them either,” he said, as he looked at the page she was reading and the picture on it. “Even if they exist, they’re probably only arseholes.”

“Even Berenin?” she asked. 

Berenin was the most enigmatic Deity of them all. He had created magic and was said to be enamoured of humans, but there weren’t enough stories about him for anyone to have an opinion on him. 

What does it even matter? He doesn’t exist.

“Even Berenin,” Aryan confirmed. 


Four
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Perhaps it was her frustration with Arren, with the knowledge that when the attack against Draven happened, she wouldn't be a part of it, that made her careless. Whatever it was, she was too slow to move out of the way of a restraining spell and the messenger she had been trying to intercept, and his guards had her tied up in a barn. They were inside the house which looked abandoned. Aspen hoped it was. There were more abandoned buildings than otherwise in this part of the kingdom. 

Her stomach growled, reminding her that she hadn't eaten in almost eight hours. After another four hours, someone would come looking. She hoped it was Aryan, but he was away on another mission. She suspected it had something to do with the attack on Draven. 

Her captors were careless. She had been tied to a post, arms and legs bound tightly, hands bound behind her back. But they hadn't checked her for weapons and hadn't ensured their knots were magically reinforced. They hadn't warded the barn or the house either. They probably trusted the restraining spell to hold her, not paying attention to the fact that it would wear off in time. The restraining spell had worn off a few minutes ago but she had been tied up for hours and her hands and legs were getting numb. 

Aspen had been getting out of bonds for a long time now, had trained herself to do it from her adolescence. She moved her wrists to drop the concealed tiny blade to her hands and started cutting the bonds. Once her hands were free, it was a small matter to free her legs. 

She stretched, walking to and fro to restore the full blood flow to her limbs. It wouldn't do to attack the messenger and guards without her full mobility. After a few moments, she was ready, or at least as ready as she could be.

Aspen crept out of the barn, crouched low, and moved without making a sound. She had found an old rag to tie her hair under since her hooded cloak had been taken by her captors. The rag smelt of hay and dirt, but there was nothing else available. She stilled next to an open window, still crouched so that she wasn’t visible from inside.

“How long do we wait?” a voice asked, whiny and nasal.

“Till our lord arrives.” Another voice came, stern and cold. “He would want to interrogate the prisoner himself.”

“Why bother him?” the whiny voice asked. “She doesn’t even have magic. I can interrogate her.”

“You’re already on thin ice, Maden,” the stern voice said. “Our lord doesn’t approve of your methods as you well know. Why do you think he has sent me to accompany you?”

“Aren’t you supposed to protect me?” the whiny one asked. 

“And I have, from a potential assassin. Our lord may have wanted you to take his message to his generals, but he would want to interrogate the ghost more.”

The ghost? Aspen didn’t know that was what they called her. 

“We don’t even know if it’s the ghost,” Maden said sullenly.

“Silver hair, no magic,” the other one said. “It is the ghost. It is fortunate that we could capture her. She has no magic and no defences against our lord’s magic. We will soon know where her rebel friends are.”

Aspen vaulted into the room, not bothering to listen anymore. If Draven was indeed coming here to interrogate her, she had no time. Her knife had already sunk into Maden’s throat before she straightened from the roll. Maden’s guard reacted quickly, but Aspen dove out of the way of a restraining spell and activated the stone Arren had spelled to deflect the next spell even as she leapt at him.

He drew his sword, and it glanced away from the shield that had sprang up around her. 

“You have magic?” he asked, astonished, and in that moment, Aspen struck, her blade sinking into his heart. He fell over, dead, and she moved back, pulling back her knife. It gleamed as pristine as ever, the magic on it still intact. She sheathed it at her belt and bent down to search the dead man. 

The guard carried nothing of import, but the other man had maps of troop movements, lists of provisions and detailed supply routes. Aspen tucked them into her pocket and left the house. 

It was too dark outside, and Aspen saw that the sky was covered with clouds. It was going to rain, and the only shelter was the barn and the house where two men lay dead. Aspen shrugged and went back to the house. She found an old sack and used it to transport the two one by one into the barn. A few more rags and old sacks were used to wipe the floor clean of blood. 

Once that was done, she gathered all the oil she could find in the kitchen and poured it over the men and set them on fire. 

By the time she returned to the house, the rain had started in earnest. She started a fire and took out the provisions that Winter had pressed on her. A bit of bread and some fruit, but there was water in her waterskin. 

She wondered if Draven would arrive here. Maden and the guard had said they would wait till he did, but the storm would surely stop him? Unless he was portalling, in which case he would have been here before this.

What was she going to do if Draven did arrive? Attempt to kill him?

A knock on the door startled her and she grabbed her knife, the presence of the blade comforting. It was scant defence against a mage of Draven’s calibre, and Aspen wished she had braved the rain rather than stay here. A part of her had wanted to face him, to see if she could take him on, which, considering she had never been competitive, was foolish.

She moved to the door and stood in the hallway, hidden in shadows as the knock was repeated and the door was blasted open.

A man stepped in, thoroughly drenched, shaking off the water from him as he took off a hooded cloak. Inside was mostly dry but the cloak was sopping wet and dripping water everywhere. The man hung it on a hook, stomped his feet and took off his sodden boots.

“Hey,” he said to Aspen cheerfully, a smile on his face. “Beastly night, isn’t it? Mind if I sit by your fire for a moment? Are you expecting company?”

She shook her head, almost dazedly. She had never seen Draven before, but she was certain that this pleasant–faced stranger was not him. She was no mage, but she knew auras and this man’s was benign and not as powerful as even Winter’s. He was obviously a traveller who got caught in the rain, but there was something about the way he smiled at her that made her wary.

“I’m not expecting anyone,” she lied. “I’m here to take refuge from the rain as well.”

“Good, good.” 

He smiled again, warm and amused. It was the amusement that made her cautious. What was so funny about the situation? He sank down on the dusty floor near the fireplace. 

“You must be good in magic to clean up the fireplace and start a fire so promptly.”

She didn’t say anything. It was never a good idea to admit to one’s lack of magic to strangers. It was Draven’s minions who had cleaned the fireplace, but he didn’t have to know that.

“Strange how the barn caught fire,” he said, rubbing his hands together. 

She tensed. The fire in the barn should have died down a while back, and the ashes should have been washed away by the rain. 

“Minions… minions are bad.”

“What did you say?”

He turned his head, his gaze sharp. “I said the rain was bad,” he said. “You should run, though. He may recognise you, but then he may not. You never know.”

“What?” she asked. 

His rambling made no sense for a stranger, but they made a horrific sense if he knew who she was and who she was waiting for.

“Too late,” he said as a firm knock sounded on the door. “He’s here. Well, I might as well get the door, and let’s hope my presence will prevent any unpleasantness.”

Aspen followed him and this time she knew without introductions that the man outside could only be Draven. The aura of power and menace was palpable. 

“Rain is bad,” the stranger said. “But you’re free to come and share our fire in peace. Yes, peace. So rare a commodity, these days, but needed. Come inside. Be at peace.”

Draven stepped inside and threw back the hood of his cloak. He was completely dry, she noticed, and as he turned to face her, a streak of lightning lit up the room and recognition struck. 


Five
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When Aspen was sixteen, she had snuck out of her house, tired of being cooped up and angry with her parents for locking her up instead of protecting her. She had gone to a nearby public garden where she had sat on a bench and read one of her favourite books about a pirate captain who roamed the seas, striking terror into the hearts of rich merchants and kings who sought to exploit the common people. The captain, a woman called Jerra, never harmed the poor, but brought them food and hope and overthrew tyrants. She had a daughter called Tella who she protected and taught her ways. 

In that garden, she had met a boy who was a stranger. He had come from another country, a different continent, and they had got to talking. He had kissed her, her first kiss, but they had never even asked each other their names.

Now, she faced that boy again, in this broken down house, with a storm all around them and a stranger muttering nonsense between them. Back then, he had an aura of power, but it was much restrained, and his eyes had been full of warmth and laughter. Now, his gaze was cold as it met hers, and if not for the slight widening of his eyes, she would have thought he didn’t recognise her. 

Not that it mattered. It was years ago, and neither of them were who they had been back then. Now, they stood very firmly on opposite sides of a conflict, one that Draven had started, and neither of them was going to back down. 

She turned away from him and sat down by her spot near the fire. Whatever Draven planned to do, it was not going to happen immediately. He was as troubled as her by the presence of the stranger who kept mumbling about peace and love to himself and smiled at them both benignly. 

“Murder brings down the mood,” he said happily. “No murders here. Let’s all be happy and at peace. Yes, peace. Is there anything to eat?”

Aspen shook her head, amused despite herself. “I’m afraid not.”

“Who are you?” Draven asked the man.

He looked indignantly at Draven. 

“What has that got to do with you, my good sir? I didn’t ask who you were, did I? We’re all travellers meeting here, seeking refuge from the storm.” He nodded. “There’s no food, is there?”

Aspen shook her head again. “No, sir.”

“No need to call me sir,” he said, patting her hand. “You’re a lovely lady. You don’t happen to have any food, do you?”

“No,” Aspen said, trying hard not to smile. “No food.”

“Huh. Guess I better try to sleep then.” The man stretched out in front of the fire. “Play nice, you two.”

Within moments, the sound of his snoring filled the room. 

Draven crouched opposite her, far enough away that his face was in shadow, and stretched out a hand to the fire.

“The ghost,” he said conversationally. “I would never have guessed it was you. You have changed, Aspen.”

“So have you,” she said coldly. “I wish I could say it’s for the better.”

“As spirited as ever,” he said, but she felt his displeasure like a living thing. “But then, what else is to be expected of the ghost?” He paused. “You killed some of my most loyal people, Aspen.”

“And you and your people have killed a lot of people I cared for,” she said. “This is war, in case you didn’t notice, Draven. One that you started.”

“I’m glad to see you taking such a pragmatic view of the loss of lives we both have incurred,” he said. “Tell me where to find High Mage Arren and I won’t harm you.”
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