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1

The Diamond Insult

The gemstone was gone. It could have choked a cobra, and the absence of so large a crystal left a bald patch amid the trinkets. Enchantress Hiresha whirled her focus around the rest of the merchant’s carpet, over a sculpture of keys melted together, past a necklace decorated with a rodent’s backbone, desperate to believe her prize had only been shifted to another spot.

She couldn't find the crystalline miracle.

Hiresha had abandoned her palanquin to duck through alleyways, to squeeze between stalls selling melons and papyrus paper, and she still had arrived too late. She felt poisoned. 

“You sold it.” She swayed with a nausea of disappointment and sleepiness. Her finger listed as she pointed to the emptiness on the threadbare rug. “Did you know that gem’s value?”

The young merchant pursed her lips into a pink smudge. “It was just sky quartz. Too big to be worth anything.”

A paragon blue diamond, Hiresha thought, a once-in-a-lifetime find.

“My art brings beauty to the overlooked.” The merchant fidgeted with a finger scrawling along her neck, then pointed to her other wares. “Madam Enchantress, perhaps you—”

“My dear girl, you weren’t paid anything for the gem, were you?” Hiresha took the young woman’s hand between her own purple gloves. “What is your name?”

“Chesa. And I was paid.”

“Not a fair price, unless your calmness is a state of shock. The crystal possessed octahedron substructure and refracted light in a manner no quartz could.”

Hiresha’s words made no impression on the merchant. A reply came not from her but a man who must have overheard. His voice burst over their shoulders.

“Enchantress Hiresha, how could you tell the angle of refraction? You never even held it for study. If you had, you never would’ve let it go.”

Hiresha dragged one foot around at a time to look. The market was a celebration of color. Baskets burst with orange, purple, and green. Carpets hung in mazes of reds, browns, and teals. Hiresha’s eyes narrowed at a heart-sized chunk of blue ice. Or so the diamond appeared, uncut and raw.

A merchant lord clutched it, the same man who had spoken. She recognized him by his cape of gilt beads, which clattered as he stepped closer. Above his face-splitting smile his nostrils gaped as hairless pits.

“Jibade.” She said his name like a grunt of pain. “And what will you do with your swindled gem? Throw it to a butcher to cut?”

“This stone deserves the best jewel carver in the Lands of Loam. Yourself.” Jibade pried loose a copper-wire setting from the gemstone. The eight strands had been wrapped to resemble a long-legged orb weaver. Jibade tossed the metalwork to the plaza tiles. “The golden-eared god of fortune has given you the opportunity to make this gemstone your own.”

All Hiresha’s life she had desired to carve such a paragon, to unlock its inner beauty, to transform it from a glassy rock to a faceted beacon of mathematical triumph. Generations would marvel at it. And what wonders might I enchant in such a jewel?

I must rescue it.

Her dry throat pained her. “Your price?”

Jibade named a sum in gold. It was everything she hoped it wouldn’t be.

Hiresha could not countenance paying Jibade more coin than Chesa, the trinket merchant, would earn in twenty lifetimes. The young woman stared at the tangle of copper discarded on the street, the remains of the spider setting she had crafted for the gemstone. Her throat clenched, and she looked like she had swallowed a thorn.

“Why should you profit so?” Hiresha asked him. “You’ve done no more than elevate the gem above the ground for a few minutes.”

“Ah, but you’d have the satisfaction of buying this jewel from Jibade the Magnificent.”

Hiresha suspected he coveted more than coin. He wants to boast of this windfall. To be called the greatest merchant in the empire, the pet of the gods, he who plundered a king’s ransom in minutes.

“I’ll never pay that price,” Hiresha said. “Nor any other you name.”

“The legendary Enchantress Hiresha will give up her stake in the gem find of the century?”

“I didn’t say that.” Hiresha rested her brow against her palm, trying to herd her sleepy thoughts into order.

Jibade’s smile crystallized across his face. He looked behind Hiresha, toward her bodyguard, Fos. The hilt of Fos’s greatsword angled forward over his shoulder as he peered at the gemstone.

“The way I see it,” Fos said, “Hiresha doesn’t need your name on that stone. Not when hers is the Lady of Gems.”

Jibade clamped the diamond against his chest. “An enchantress once seized my property. ‘For the good of the empire,’ she claimed.  I petitioned the empress, and your Academy was forced to return the jewels plus grievance fees.”

“As I am not a brigand, the point is moot,” Hiresha said. She grinned, having thought of a better way than brutishness to acquire the diamond. “Jibade, you have insulted Chesa, slighted me, and belittled the diamond by purchasing it with a pittance. For redress, I challenge you to a contest of jewels.”

Jibade’s splinter-thin eyebrows curved upward. “A duel?”

“Of gem craft. If I master you, you must sell the diamond back to Chesa. For no profit.”

He winced.

“And then I’ll buy it from her for a fair price,” Hiresha said.

Chesa did a triple blink. 

Jibade balanced the diamond in front of his face. “My stake would be this gem rough. What could you wager that approaches its value?”

Hiresha considered the sash draped over her shoulder. Folds of tiny pockets along its length each held a gem. Without her jewels, she could not practice enchantment. Would they be enough to tempt Jibade?

If he were wise, he would walk away from the duel. The lords of the empire respected profits over posturing. Hiresha needed to risk a treasure so monumental that Jibade’s peers would ridicule him for leaving it on the balance.

Her earrings would tempt him. Diamond constellations dangled on either side of her face, and they shone with the dreaming soul of an elder enchantress. The rest of the Academy’s administrators would castigate Hiresha if she lost such legendary jewelry to a civilian.

Not that I would. She did not believe his greed for jewels could outmatch her love and lore.

“You have no gem to match mine?” Jibade’s grin flashed with gold-capped teeth. “So disappointing. I’d have been delighted to entertain you with a jewel puzzle.”

“I’ve no single jewel that’ll suffice,” she said, “so I’ll wager my collection entire.”
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2

Battle of Wits and Gems

The duelists arrived at Jibade’s pavilion, a glittering monument of rarities. He rested the uncut diamond on a pedestal then excused himself to gather the jewels for the challenge. A ring of onlookers formed, and Chesa pushed her way to the front row.

Two men carried a palanquin chair into the circle. A plump woman wearing a grey turban bounded alongside. The woman lifted a winter-bear coat from the palanquin, which surprised Hiresha because the enchantress had assumed she was already wearing the garment.

She had forgotten her coat. Her dress was open-backed, and a gust from the snowcapped mountains sliced down her bare skin. Her flesh puckered around her spine. The clicking noise she had been hearing was the chatter of her own teeth.

Maid Janny wrapped Hiresha in the warmth of the winter-bear coat. The maid asked, “What’re you doing? You daft purple flamingo!”

“Winning back a paragon diamond,” Hiresha said.

Jibade the Magnificent strode from his pavilion carrying an ornate box and an expression of victory. “This holds thirteen jewels. Twelve are zircons.”

Opening the box away from Hiresha, he concealed its contents from her and exhibited them to a growing crowd. Men and women leaned in to see. One pushed back her embroidered cap of yak fur and said, “They all look like diamonds.”

Hiresha motioned for her carriers to lower the palanquin to the ground. She sat to wait.

Jibade snapped the box closed and presented it to Hiresha. “Your challenge, Lady of Gems. Tell me which of the thirteen is diamond.”

She set the jewel case on her knees, wondering what deception Jibade intended. This is too simple.

He held the lid shut while flourishing a band of silk. “Blindfolded. Allowing you to see the jewels in this trial would insult your expertise.”

“Childish, but acceptable.” Hiresha’s eyes already drooped to the point a blindfold would matter little. Sitting down put her at the mercy of her sleeping disorder.

Jibade leaned in to wrap the blindfold. Spellsword Fos held him back, and the guard tied the silk around Hiresha’s eyes himself. The knot nestled against the back of her head.

The box squeaked open. Hiresha tugged off her left glove and reached in. The pointed sides of thirteen stones pricked her, and she heard a tinkle of jostling jewels. She lifted each gem in turn, rolling it between her fingers, feeling its weight. A diamond, she knew, would be lighter than a zircon of the same size.

Hiresha delighted in her yawns, knowing Jibade would take each as an insult to his intelligence. Inside, her weariness clashed with her heart-hammering excitement. I am moments away from trouncing this greedy buffoon.

The seventh jewel seemed lighter. The change was subtle, no more than a tickling of the senses. Hiresha’s trained hand felt a boulder of difference.

As obvious as the choice was, Hiresha hesitated. More than one fortune teetered on this outcome, and she wanted certainty. For an enchantress, that meant dreaming.

In the blackness of her blindfold, a stairwell descended toward sleep. Hiresha focused on walking down the marble steps. As much as she hated her sleeping disorder, it did shorten the distance she needed to travel to unconsciousness. She might have slumped in her chair, but she counted on Fos to hold her from tipping over. No one else would know she slept.

Jewels floated and mirrors glided within Hiresha’s lucid dream. Clarity gushed through her.

“This is neither zircon nor diamond.”

The seventh jewel twirled in the air above her fingers. Hiresha could sense its impurities and predict its color, transparent with a haunting of green. The depth of knowingness that came with the dream also revealed the stone’s precise weight.

“So close to diamond, but too light, and the crystalline structure is entirely different. I must concede I’m impressed. Jibade did present a satisfying puzzle.”

The mysterious jewel flared with an inflow of lattices of power. Hiresha enchanted it with an antidote. She suspected that Jibade would soon have need of it.

Hiresha left her lucid dream and squeezed herself back to reality. Gasping to try to draw in more alertness, she spoke in a wispy voice.

“You asked...you demanded I find which of these jewels is a diamond. None are.”

She tore off her blindfold in time to see Jibade’s face quiver like jostled pudding. “W-what did you say?”

“None of these thirteen are diamonds. I have won your challenge.”

When Jibade did not deny it, the crowd cheered. Someone threw a three-tailed whip twirling into the air.

Hiresha stood with the help of Fos’s steadying hand. She jerked at her right glove, yanking her fingers free one by one.

“My patience has expired,” she said, “so my gem challenge will be brief.”

Her glove slid off to reveal a hand glittering with purple jewels. Embedded in her skin, they formed the pattern of a crescent moon. She strode toward Jibade with her hand upraised.

He pitched his voice into a showman’s gallop. “You may have seen lovely ladies with lovely jewels, but never have you witnessed one with so many in her hand. Ha! What breed of jewels, you ask? How rare, you wonder? Jibade the Magnificent will learn their secrets. Sapphires or quartz, garnets or—”

“They are spinels.”

Hiresha slapped him. The spinels flared through her hand, revealing a dark cluster of bones surrounded by violet light.

“This isn’t a challenge of identification,” she said. “Rather, you must resist the enchantment in the gems or concede.”

Jibade stumbled against a table stacked with jewelry. Amulets rained over him. He staggered to his feet again, tried to right the display, failed. His face contorted; his eyelids fluttered with spasms. He spoke as if drunken.

“By the b-blistering sands! Whatsh you done to me?”

“Poisoned your brain with sleep.” Hiresha tugged her gloves back on. “Sleep is something of a specialty, and I know just what you’re feeling. Miserable, is it not? This helplessness in your own body. Like a drowning of consciousness.”

Jibade’s metallic cape slithered over his shoulder as his legs gave out. Hiresha knelt beside him. She reached to his face with both hands to pry his eyes open.

“Your case is slightly more severe than my own,” she said. “Within a minute, you’ll fall into an endless slumber.”

He gurgled. His arms flailed then flopped down.

“I’ll take that as a concession,” Hiresha said.

A few in the crowd hissed. “Didn’t bet on a thwacking match.”

“The contest,” Hiresha said, “was of jewel craft. I touched him with my hand. My jewels and their craft in enchantment defeated him. If any here disagrees, step forward.”

She beckoned to the grumbling men. None met her eye. One shook his coin purse at her. “Heard this was a battle of wits.”

“That battle Jibade lost when he accepted such an unspecific contest.”

A woman’s voice in the crowd. “You tricked him.”

“That is the point, is it not?” Hiresha waited to see if anyone would step forward to object.

None did.

Hiresha folded the jewel with its antidote enchantment into Jibade’s fist. It would cure him, however, that same magic could not rescue her from her somnolence. Disappointing as it was, she knew she had to be close to a solution. Within a year, she may well complete her life's work.

The enchantress nodded to the trinket merchant, Chesa. “Go on, pay Jibade for his gemstone.”

Chesa flicked a few coins at the prone Jibade. She hesitated before the pedestal then lifted the blue paragon.

At the same time, Hiresha raised to her eye the seventh jewel, the mystery. She noted it reflected double, its largest facet shining in two places on her glove. Most unlike a diamond.

“You were right not to let me see this,” Hiresha said. “The stone is exceptional. Wherever did you find it?”

Jibade shook his head blinking back toward alertness. “From—from a meteor.”

“Delightful! You’ll need it for now, but do send me a bidding price.” Hiresha motioned to her guard. “Fos, would you help this man to his feet?”

No sooner had the enchantress stood up than Chesa gave Hiresha the paragon diamond. She had no time to object. The sun pierced the gemstone’s dusky surface, and blue light flowed from its depths in waves of warmth.

The enchantress needed six gasping breaths before she could speak. “Now, Chesa, for the matter of fair payment.”

“I saw you knock out Jibade with one slap. That’s payment enough.”

“Nonsense, I—”

Chesa touched her heart. “You’re the one who won it back. It’s yours.”

A bloom of heat ran through Hiresha, a joy for having gained such a treasure. I’ll never receive another twist of fate so generous.

And neither will Chesa.

Hiresha cleared the wonderful ache from her throat. “Chesa, politeness has its limits. Refuse payment a third time, and I’ll have no choice but to trap you in the air, weightless as a dust mote.”

Chesa’s eyes darted to Spellsword Fos then to the maid. “Is she serious?”

The maid grumbled. “Never known her another way.”

“You must accept a fortune,” Hiresha said, “half to be paid to you, half to him who unearthed the gem.”

Chesa gulped as if swallowing a mouthful of scalding tea. “What do you mean by ‘a fortune?’”

The enchantress whispered the amount to her maid. The bundle of grey dress and turban jiggled as she chortled. She scurried to Chesa, laid a hand over her shoulder, and spoke in confidential tones.

Enchantress Hiresha would have grinned, but a yawn overcame her. A blink of unconsciousness—a moment of lost time—made her fear for her grip on the diamond. She nestled it between her sash and chest.

Spellsword Fos offered Hiresha an arm. “I like what you did for the girl.”

Fos’s mismatched gaze met hers. His left iris was the dark of a pond in the shade, his right that of cedar heartwood. Hiresha had regenerated his lost eye. She had told him trying to achieve a perfect color match would likely fail. Embracing the heterochromia, he had asked for something striking. The contrast between his black and brown eyes distracted her in a most pleasing way.

“Not so sure about what you did to Jibade,” Fos said. “Could’ve just had me knock the daylight out of him.”

“My way can be defended in court. It had a whiff of fairness.”

“You walked the edge to get that gem.”

“Everything worthwhile in life I’ve discovered by an approach to the edge and a calculated leap beyond.” That's what Hiresha wished she'd told him. She had long to think on it later. 

At the time, Hiresha opened her mouth to speak but found herself short on thoughts. It’s happening. She could feel her disease clamping down on her. She sagged under its weight, and its painful nothingness filled her skull with a headache.

She tucked an arm around Fos’s elbow and leaned on him. He cupped her hand. His heat flowed up her fingers. Her eyes closed as Fos led her to her palanquin. She wanted nothing more than to sit and dream of how she might carve her new gem.

They stopped, and Hiresha reached out to grasp the edge of her chair. Instead, her hand closed on something flimsy. She forced open one eye to see that she now held a scroll, sealed with the four-sphere design of the Mindvault Academy.

Contorting her face, she forced open her second eye. A man was bowing in front of her. She glimpsed boots studded with tiger-eye jewels, greatsword strapped to his back, diagrams of plants tattooed to his neck and clean-shaven head. The marks identified him as a prince of Nagra. He straightened into a leap and twirled his legs over his head in a flip.

Hardly a bow of humility. Hiresha was not much surprised. She knew this man, this spellsword, and he had a hummingbird’s knack for standing still.

“Provost Hiresha,” Spellsword Sagai said, on his feet again, “you are given a mandatory invitation to attend the other elders in a closed meeting. I’m to escort you to the Academy.”

While Hiresha broke the seal and unrolled the scroll, Fos clasped arms with the other man.

“Sagai! Did you catch Hiresha’s duel?”

“Not as forcefully as Jibade did.” Spellsword Sagai pulled away in a backward dash then spun forward again. “Knocked out by skin jewels, it’s enough to make any other enchantress faint.”

“She’s that amazing, isn’t she?” Fos nodded to Hiresha.

On the scroll, words swam. The ink left shadow smears in Hiresha’s vision. Not magic. Just me.

She handed the scroll to Fos. “What does it say?”

His brows scrunched upward. His dark iris flicked back and forth in time with his brown one. “Looks like it says what Sagai said.”

Hiresha squeezed her eyes shut. “There’s something ominous about receiving in writing what could’ve been spoken.”

“And what’s a ‘mandatory invitation?’” Fos asked.

“A bureaucratic flick of the nose,” Hiresha said. “Very well. I will accept what can’t be refused.”

The elders willfully waste my time. I’ll protest. She would sleep through half the meeting, which was twice the alertness it no doubt deserved.
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3

Three Heads, One Mind

The double doors whispered to a close behind Hiresha, and she stepped into an upside-down parlor. A window dominated the far wall, round panes glaring with the afternoon sun. The jagged clouds outside were, in truth, snowbound mountains, seen from a perspective flipped by the gravity-defying magic of the Mindvault Academy.

Hiresha was accustomed to private meetings on what the uncivil might call the ceiling. Something other than the sky-hanging peaks seemed out of place. Sweet-smelling smoke from a brazier cloyed. A table beside the fire was shrouded, and whatever the cloth concealed looked too flat to be a tea set.

“Provost Hiresha, please seat yourself.”

The voice came from a three-headed creature of sprawling silks and drifts of taffeta. A mound of ceremonial dresses buried the elder enchantresses up to their necks. The women had ensconced themselves on nearby couches, and the folds of their gowns had slid into each other until they appeared but one monstrosity.

Hiresha stood beside a backless chair of ebony. She would not sit yet, for to sit would be to sleep. Her fingers drummed over her paragon diamond. Her maid had tied the gem to Hiresha’s hand with a ribbon, lest she drop it in her drowsiness.

The center head of the silken abomination said, “Out of consideration to you, we’re holding this meeting privately.”

Hiresha had decided that the elders must have gathered to burden her with more honorary gowns. She had saved the Academy from disaster two months ago, when its gravitational enchantments had failed. More than one elder had plummeted to her death, and some of their prestigious vestments would go to Hiresha, as much as she had no use for them. She preferred to wear only an amethyst-spiral gown of her own design.

“I am ever an enemy of fuss,” Hiresha said. “The greatest reward I could ask for would be a quick return to my workshop. My research awaits, and I’ve discovered an exciting new prospect.”

She had intended to show them the raw paragon stone. Instead she curled it out of view beneath her coat. The time did not seem right. Her glance flicked again to the shrouded table. I’ll wait until the diamond is carved, when its majesty will be more than theoretical.

“You need not be humble,” the head on the right said. “We have a greater prize for you than any gown. I know you’ve wanted this since you came first to the Academy.”

Hiresha’s drooping eyes opened to a semblance of wakefulness. She had not expected this. Ever since she had come to the Academy, she had searched for a cure to her somnolence. For the first time in decades she had thought herself close to a solution. If I can create an enchantment to cause a deadly sleep, a magical reversal of the same bodily mechanism should cure it. Hiresha could not believe another elder had found the answer first.

Backlit and indistinct, the elders were concealed further by headdresses frilled with ribbons, strewn with veils, and caged with gold wires. The bobbing, crested head on the left was speaking.

“In this transformational period, your spirit will spread her wings as you molt parts of your old life for the glorious new. Our gift to you is of freedom.”

Hiresha overlooked the verbal splattering. Happiness glowed inside her with every hue of sapphire, from pink to purple. She had expected tedium. She had found a gift even greater than the paragon diamond.

Freedom from my somnolence and a paragon diamond in one day. Hiresha had never believed such joy was woven into her fate.

Her eyes prickling with tears, Hiresha asked, “Where did you find it? I searched the entire crystalline records for a cure.”

Hiresha steadied herself on a chair’s armrest. She would kneel, not only in gratefulness to the elders but even more to the Fate Weaver.

“Your gift is freedom from responsibilities,” the left head said.

“From your duties as the Academy’s provost.” The words of the central head chilled Hiresha like icicles piercing her rib cage. “Your obligations to your students and to fellow faculty are terminated.”

Hiresha lost hold of the chair, her knee thudding into the floor. An amethyst in her gown dug into her skin. Her head jerked upright, and she squinted at the elders. In front of the window’s glare, three shadows loomed over her with bulging heads.

“What is this?” The words came from Hiresha’s mouth in one gasp.

“You are retiring early, Hiresha,” the right head said, “with full honors.”

“Retiring?” Hiresha stumbled to her feet. When she tried to grasp her brow, she bumped her temples with the gemstone tied to her hand. “Are you saying I’m to leave my chair as provost to be promoted to chancellor? I’ve no wish for those responsibilities.”

“No, you’re retiring from all offices of enchantment,” the center head said. “You will leave the Academy.”

“We only want what’s best for everyone.” Arms with mismatched gloves reached from the left side of the lavish mass.

“And you always wanted to raise a family.” The pillar-shaped head on the right bobbed. “This is your chance.”

Hiresha teetered backward on the seat. She could not speak. Could not begin to comprehend. She knew only that this could be no jest; the Ceiling of Elders was inoculated against humor. Her skin puckered as the words of the three heads rolled over her like so much cold water.

“The Mindvault Academy will extend its full influence in arranging your marriage. Given your age, it should be done quickly to guarantee the greatest probability of producing offspring. If your daughters manifest with your same condition, they could be assets to the empire as enchantresses.”

“Your husband will need calm and gentle bodily essences to balance your own deficiencies. A scribe in good standing at court would complete you as a person.”

“He’ll have noble heritage, of course. We have already penned inquiries to the city of Nagra.”

“I am not retiring. I am not marrying a stranger.” Hiresha forced the words through her grimace. “Not when my research promises so much.”

The pillar shape of the right head twitched. “Hiresha, you told me you wanted nothing more than to raise children of your own.”

“That was years ago. Now I’m at the cusp of developing new fields of study in impact enchantments. I might even soon cure myself, and, Taren, did you dare say you hoped my daughters have the same condition?”

Hiresha had thrown her words at the middle head. The one on the left answered first.

“Only so their wealth of dreams will bring wonders to the world.”

The central head said, “We may rescind the marriage inquiries. Retiring is less optional.”

Hiresha swayed to her feet. “Retirement isn’t a sentence. You can’t force it on me.”

“Listen to me, Hiresha,” the right head said. “If you don’t retire today, you’ll be expelled. You don’t deserve that. Not with your great mind.”

Hiresha needed a full three seconds to believe what she had heard. “You can’t expel me. I saved the Academy. I saved your lives.”

“Against my wishes.” The center head spoke with barbed consonants and poisoned vowels. “I wanted to die beneath the Gateway Constellation.”

“I assumed you were delirious from blood loss.”

The left head said, “Your imbalance of restraint also shattered a three-hundred-year-old crystal window in your own workshop.”

“I had to escape through that window. A fire had been lit to kill me,” Hiresha said. “Would it have been more decent of me to die in peaceful agony?”

“You broke the window with magic.”

“Enchantresses must only create,” the left head said. “To destroy is anathema to our dreams.”

Hiresha swung a purple-gloved finger to the left head. “What’s anathema to you, Wysteras, is practicality.”

“An enchantress may only exert force through her spellsword guard,” the center head said. “And a spellsword only gains magic through his enchantress. No single person should have both powers.”

“That reminds me,” Hiresha said. “You don’t have the power to expel a provost. Not even the chancellor did. That takes a unanimous vote by the elders, and I’m not about to expel myself.”

“Actually, you already have.” The voice on the right slackened with regret. “You gave me absentee privileges over your vote.”

Hiresha rocked backward, her knees folding. She thumped down again on the chair.

She thought of the Academy as her home, a sanctuary that she had risked her life to save. Hiresha felt as if she had lost an organ, leaving a deadly absence in her core. She could only believe the emptiness would kill her.

When she spoke to the elder on her right, Hiresha’s voice rattled with moisture. “We—we respected each other’s work. Why would you do this to me?”

“Hiresha....” An arm lifted from a fleshy carcass of fabric as if to comfort, but the girth of sashes and skirts prevented the touch. “On the night you saved the Academy, I saw you with a man. He transformed air into veils of opals. I could not believe it at the time, but I admit now that he had to have been a Feaster.”

Hiresha tried to swallow but could not. Necessity had required her to ally herself with certain persons who could not be called respectable. If anything, quite the opposite.

“He wore wings of copper,” the right head said. “I enchanted that masterwork for a spellsword, and you gave it to a Feaster. I saw it. Every enchantress saw it. Hiresha, any city court would find you guilty of consorting. The arbiter would sentence you to be buried alive in sand.”

Hiresha searched for the words to argue. Maybe I wouldn’t have needed a Feaster’s help if you had been anything but pathetic blobs of uselessness. She wondered if arguing would do any good.

Hiresha had dreaded this day for years, the discovery that she had an understanding with a certain Feaster. His magic’s appetites are nothing short of murderous. Time and time again she had resisted Tethiel’s company. Even thinking about him sent prickles up her back as if a scarab beetle tickled its way along her spine. Only when she had seen no other choice had she reached out to Tethiel. If I had been stronger, I wouldn’t have needed him.

Her fingers traced between the amethysts embroidered into her gown, to the center of her chest. Hidden beneath the fabric, a red diamond surged outward with Hiresha’s every breath. Tethiel had given it to her. She hated how much she treasured the stone, how much showing it to anyone would incriminate her, how much she owed a Feaster.

So be it, she thought. If this is the price I have to pay for saving my friends and my home.

Wiping the corners of her eyes with the back of her glove, Hiresha met the stares of the three heads one at a time. “Very well,” she said. “I will retire to my estate in Morimound.”

Research would progress slower outside the Academy, but Hiresha still held out hope she would find an enchantment to cure her disease. And when I do I’ll affix the magic in this blue diamond. Yes, it will suit splendidly.

“You can’t be permitted in Morimound,” the center head said. “The people call you their paragon, and your presence would tempt them to slip you a jewel.”

“The chief export of that city is diamond,” the right head said, “and the proximity of jewels would only torment you.”

Hiresha cradled the blue diamond against her chest. “What do you mean? I’d have my own gems.”

“Absolutely not. You could not resist enchanting them.”

“I’m sorry, Hiresha,” the right head said. “The terms of your retirement have to forbid your practicing enchantment.”
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4

Forced Excision

Hiresha jolted to her feet, the chair tipping over behind her. The “thunk” it made upon hitting the carpet sounded gentle compared to the clangor in Hiresha’s head. Exile from Morimound. Absolutely no jewels. Enchanting forbidden.

“You’re saying I’m never to cure myself.” Hiresha staggered back a step.

She expected to boil with fury, but no heat remained in her. Only a frigid hatred, a stinging focus, a brittle wakefulness.

The left head said, “You’ll still have your lucid dreaming to recenter yourself and come to peace with your new life.”

“I have no wish to find comfort in failure.” Hiresha tore off her glove, exposing the spinels twinkling in her right hand. “And you can’t take my gems. They are part of me.”

“A part that can be removed.”

“Your body piercings are unnatural,” the left head said. “They obstruct your internal fibers of lifeforce.”

“If you want natural, watch mold grow.” Hiresha clenched her hand over her blue diamond.

A deception occurred to her. Hiresha lowered her head, and her black hair curtained her face. She hoped the elders would see it as a repentant pose.

“If it has to be as you say....If you must take so much from me, then at least leave me this one lump of quartz.” She lifted the paragon diamond. “Quartz cannot hold any great enchantments. It’ll be a memento of my last day as an enchantress.”

“No.” The word felt like a mallet falling on a toe. “Even base crystal is a hazard in your hands. You will never again touch a jewel. A trustworthy spellsword will guard you to the terminus of your life to see that it is so.”

“Then it is decided.” Hiresha’s uncertainty fell away along with her sadness, leaving only pain and purpose. “If this is the hue of your gratitude, then I’ll retire to avoid seeing you gilded slugs ever again.”

She wheeled around. In her state of semi-wakefulness, she stumbled into the shrouded table. Metal objects clattered under the sheet. She shoved herself off and toward the door.

“And I’ll leave in the manner of my own choosing and with my own gems, thank you very much.” Hiresha swatted the door handle and shouldered her way into the hall. “Fos?”

He stood with four other spellswords. He was pointing at his black pupil and saying, “...you’d think half the world would look darker through this, but, oh. Meeting is done, Hiresha?”

The number of other men gave her pause. Each had a greatsword strapped to his back.

A bell tinkled in the room behind her.

A spellsword with rings woven into his grey beard clapped a hand on Fos’s shoulder. The elder spellsword said, “Fosapam Chandur, I arrest you for disobeying my direct order and endangering all the enchantresses in a time of crisis. Yield up your sword.”

“My sword?”

In Fos’s moment of surprise, three men seized him and bore him to the ground. Too late Hiresha realized that they must have planned his capture as well.

“He was only protecting me.” Hiresha stomped toward them. “Fos must retain his sword and title. I overrule his sentence as the....”

Her words caught in her throat. The silence was filled by a woman’s voice from the parlor.

“Hiresha has retired from her post and no longer has authority in the Mindvault Academy.”

“Then I’ll make my own authority,” Hiresha said.

She strode toward those who pinned Fos, whisking her hand over her jewel sash. She needed gems that would Lighten the spellswords, so Fos could throw them off.

A hand with a vine tattoo seized her wrist. In her fog of fatigue, she had not even noticed Spellsword Sagai standing beside her. She swung her blue diamond around to crush his nose.

It never landed. Sagai whipped himself around her, twisting her arm. By the time her gasp cleared her mouth, he had her other arm in a lock as well. The wiry strength of his fingers scraped the spinel jewels in her hand against her tendons. She wished their enchantment would hurl him into sleep. Only an impact of sufficient force would trigger their magic.

The other men tore Fos’s massive wedge sword from its holster. They grappled him into a headlock. The elder spellsword stooped over him and spoke with raspy sorrow.

“I warned you. Trying to rescue the enchantresses from our position was riskier than swimming nude with sea monsters. Now I haven’t a choice, curse you. I have to sentence you to three nights chained to the Stone of the Sleepless.”

A spellsword in the hall groaned at that, but not Fos. His jaw shifted forward. The men who held him looked shocked, and their eyes shied away from his gaze.

“Three nights thrown to the Feasters?” Hiresha asked. She tried to kick backward at Sagai but could not land a heel on him. “Only one spellsword was brave enough to climb to the Academy, and now you’re executing him.”

“I’ll survive it,” Fos said. “Three nights, that’s only a day of hours if you think about it.”

Hiresha did, and she did not like his odds of surviving so long against the deadly illusionists. One particular Feaster had killed men in seconds, to protect her.

The bell tinkled from the parlor again. “Bring Hiresha back and fetch the skin-stitcher.”

A man in a white kilt and a black cape stepped from a hall archway. He wore a vulture mask with red rings around the eyes.

Hiresha feared she knew why the skin-stitcher had been summoned. She tried to jerk her arms free, but Sagai’s grip fastened like manacles.

“My deepest regrets,” Spellsword Sagai whispered in Hiresha’s ear. “Neither of you deserve this.”

“Do more than regret. Free us.”

His brow furrowed, and tattooed tree branches crept forward on his scalp.

Hiresha said, “All you have to do is let your grip slip.”

Sagai’s handholds on her tightened. He spoke to the elder spellsword. “Why not sentence Fos to one night? The Feasters always kill at the end of the sentence, and this way death would come quicker.”

The elder spellsword stooped further under the weight of his blade. He turned a scowl on them. “Spellsword Sagai, bring your charge to the skin-stitcher.”

Hiresha cried out to Fos as they dragged him away. Sagai forced her to walk into the parlor.

The skin-stitcher lifted the table’s shroud. Surgery knives gleamed on the marble surface like shards of a fractured mirror. The skin-stitcher adjusted the position of the calipers and a short-nosed saw.

“Extract all her jewels,” an elder said. A mound of silks embroidered with stars rose from the couch.

Sagai and another spellsword yanked off Hiresha’s coat, sash, and gown, leaving her shivering in only her lingerie. She slapped at one man with the jeweled moon on her hand, and she might have had him if not for the drag of her lethargy.

Belts were slung under the table and around Hiresha, strapping her down. The skin-stitcher lifted one of her fingers, touched a garnet embedded in her skin. The grime caked beneath his fingernails looked suspiciously like dried blood.

The vulture mask muffled his voice. “Your skin should have rejected the jewels, but I feel no anger of swelling. How did you manage it?”

“Magic, you idiot,” Hiresha said. “I hope you cleaned your tools in something other than camel spit.”

“No purer animal walks the Lands of Loam.”

A darkness of kohl paint surrounded his eyes, making them appear suspended in the mask holes. He loomed over her, reached between her breasts to tap a triangular facet. His finger left a smear on the red diamond encased in her chest. She shuddered.

An elder enchantress trundled by, her buttresses of fabric decorated with dagger blades. “No one should be forced to see blood. Do close your eyes, Hiresha.”

Hiresha shouted after her. “I’ll dedicate the first pint I bleed to you, Seesha.”

The man in the mask knelt to the procession of embroidered silks.

The cold of the marble table bit into Hiresha. She trembled, her muscles aching and twitching. They all owe me so much, and they repay with dirty knives.

The next elder handed the skin-stitcher a sapphire tiara. “Secure this to Hiresha’s brow. If she tries to work her magic, she will be swept into a most breathtaking lecture on the formation of stars in nebulae.”

Hiresha recognized the tiara. It would force the elder’s dream upon her, one of galaxies, infinite voids, and despair. The silver crown clamped over Hiresha’s head.

The skin-stitcher lifted a knife to cut her. The diamond in her chest glared red, and its enchantment Burdened the blade. The talon of bronze shot out of his hand and snapped on the tabletop.

Spellsword Sagai winced. “That was bound to happen. Try again.”

The skin-stitcher did. His next curved razor met the same sudden fate. Hiresha knew that her enchantment would not protect her a third time, so she said, “Very well. I’ll allow it, if only to escape the tedium.”

A silken train of greens, oranges, and yellows snaked behind the last elder. She said, “I’ll dream of you finding joy among the singing flowers in a Nagra garden.”

“I shan’t think of you in my sleep because even in dreams I don’t condone nonsense.”

The last elder departed, and the skin-stitcher plied his trade. As he cut back and forth along her sternum she did not try to hide her cries. Rather, she took pride in the volume of her screams.

Let them know they’re hurting me. Let them know they’re wrong. A shattering life should make a sound.

Hiresha only interrupted her treatise on screeching when a pair of tongs plinked something red onto a tray. A drop of blood oozed down the diamond’s largest facet.

Blessed by two gods, the red diamond glinted with a brooding reverence. Hiresha had hesitated to recut it, to try to improve upon something so divine, to change what Tethiel had given her. She regretted that now. Her technique could have made it shine like a red star. She had owned none rarer. Now it has a rival.

The raw paragon lay beside it, a bead of her blood between the gems. We are all three of us unfinished. Hiresha knew she could never allow the jewels to be imprisoned in some princess’s cabinet, nor on a dusty shelf in the Academy’s Spire of Magical History. Neither will I be trapped.

She would get her jewels back. She would never be caught helpless again.

This is not the end. It’s only the beginning.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


​

[image: ]




5

Stone of the Sleepless

Twenty men strained to lift the slab above Fos. They braced poles on their shoulders. The wood bent under the weight. Their legs twitched, and their teeth gritted. The poles creaked, each a spoke around a block of dark granite.

Chains bound Fos’s hands to the block. Links rattled as Spellsword Trakis clamped another shackle around Fos’s neck, noosing him into a sitting position. The chill of the bronze was an invigorating kiss, and excitement rippled down the muscles of his chest and back. They had stripped Fos of his sword and enchanted greaves. He wore his walking boots.

“Put your feet there.” Spellsword Trakis pointed to a pair of indentations in the flagstone, shadowed by the block.

Another chained man massaged his own ankles and feet. Fos knew he might want to do the same himself after a few days with his legs pinned beneath granite. He had met this foot-sore prisoner before. To put a finer point on it, the man had once poisoned Fos, and Hiresha, too. This sneak had stolen from the Academy, and he had only yielded the antidote after Hiresha had promised to let him go free.

She had not kept her word. Fos had felt uncomfortable about that betrayal but not half so much as he did now, chained beside the thief.

Fos remembered the man’s name now. Inannis. Hiresha had spoken it with a hiss.

Inannis had a fragile beauty to him, a birdlike fineness to his bones. Dark hair hid his face except for sunken cheeks, bloodless skin pale as pure sand, and lips raw and red. Inannis’s boots looked tiny to Fos.

“Does this block fit feet of all sizes?” Fos wiggled his toes.

“It crushes all sizes into one,” a woman in chains said.

The third person bound to the block, this woman had the appearance of a stocky villager but the presence of a lioness. Her smile stretched to display all the teeth in her mouth, and her laugh startled the men bearing the poles. She was to Fos’s right, and the skin on that side of his face and neck burned and tingled. Fos had faced her in battle and would not soon forget her name. Emesea.

One man squirmed under the weight of the pole. He grimaced up at the sun, which would soon set behind the mountains.

“Can’t hold this much longer,” he said. “Or the Feasters will have more of a meal than these three.”

Another said, “My wife will have a kettle-throwing fit if I come home after sunset.”

“Blue-bellied cowards,” Emesea said. “You’ll be scuttling home to wash the piss from your pants, and the man you’re leaving behind doesn’t look half so scared.”

She smiled at Fos. Her crooked teeth reminded him of a crocodile’s maw gaping before the strike. He still found himself grinning back at her.

She and Inannis survived, chained here for weeks. I will last three nights. Then he would help Hiresha escape whatever trouble she had run into at the Academy.

Emesea lunged at the men holding the poles. The chains held her, but the men still flinched. Her laugh rang high over the plaza. They cursed.

“Crazy she-beast!”

“Heard she was from the Dominion of the Sun. Bet she flays the men she beds.”

She winked. “Only the disappointing ones.”

“You’re a squint-eyed toad. No wonder the Feasters won’t touch you.”

“Come closer,” she said and banged her shackles together, “and I’ll pop your head like the pimple you are.”

“Enough.” Spellsword Trakis motioned to the men. “On my say, lower the Stone of the Sleepless.”

While the elder counted off, another spellsword crouched behind Fos. His words itched Fos’s ear.

“Some condemned men throw their head beneath the block. The chains allow for it, and it’s a quick end.”

“A priest has read me my fate,” Fos said. “And it’s not to end here.”

The spellsword sighed and backed away without meeting Fos’s eyes.

A smarting ache had settled into Fos’s chest ever since they had taken his sword. I did their jobs for them. I climbed the cliff in winter. And they put me here.

The black granite thudded down, scraping his legs. He had to curl his toes under the pressure of stone. By reflex, he pushed out with his mind into the rock to see if he could Lighten its weight. It felt like reaching into a jug of water only to find it frozen.

“It’s not enchanted.” Spellsword Trakis brushed some stray ash off the top of the block. “You’re not the first spellsword brought here. May buzzards string my innards over schoolyards, I hope you’ll be the last!”

Fos wanted to laugh in the faces of his captors, as Emesea had, but his chest clenched. He had noticed scuff marks on the stone in front of him. A tuft of hair was snagged in a chink as if someone had banged their head against the block.

Fos asked, “You aren’t going to lock Hiresha here, are you?”

“No,” the bearded spellsword said. “She’ll long outlive you, if that’s a comfort.”

One knot in Fos’s belly unwound. He had never heard Hiresha talk of her fate, and he often worried that meant the priest had prophesied her early death. Have to reach her. He flexed his legs, but they were locked beneath the stone.

The men slid their poles out of holes in the block. In unison they raised bronze axes and chopped the poles to kindling.

“Try to get up now.” People laughed in the crowd. “C’mon, try to lift the block.”

The men threw the pieces of wood on top of the slab along with some yak droppings and set them afire. After that, the men could not shuffle away fast enough.

Fos decided the ritual was far less fun from this side of the shackles. He nodded to the burning poles. “Think they’re trying to tell us something?”

“They light fires to keep us from freezing.” Emesea lifted her hands toward the heat. Blood oozed from beneath her shackles. “They lack the courage to kill us to our faces. That honor they’ll leave to the Feasters.”

Most of the market had cleared, and the shadows of an animal-headed statues loomed over deserted stalls. The gods of the desert empire kept watch even over this remote town. Wares remained unattended, as few thieves would brave the night streets to take them. Only a few merchants who had not yet fled indoors pointed to Fos and the Stone of the Sleepless, conferring among themselves then dropping coins into urns. The market’s flagstones darkened as the sun dipped behind the mountain range. The sky above still shone blue, though Fos knew the light would not last.
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