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      Lefna’s full lips trembled, and even though she forced them into a smile, her watery eyes told all. Ryell could swear he heard a sniffle before she approached his table. With the late afternoon slowly shifting into an evening, the Jagged Swordsman was still quiet. Only a few patrons sat around the tables, and it seemed that the stillness of the inn seeped into Lefna’s thoughts, bringing fears instead of calm.

      “They’ll be fine, don’t worry,” he offered, but his own mind haunted him with unwanted images, and he fought to conceal his worries.

      He should have insisted on going with Kamira, no matter how many times she had objected. Or maybe he should have never asked for permission and simply joined the two of them as they departed. He clenched his fists in frustration. In hindsight, it was easy to come up with solutions, but the memory of Kamira’s unyielding expression when she turned down his offer left no doubt he wouldn’t have succeeded no matter what he chose. And Veelk, of course, would have sided with her, guarding her like a jealous dog.

      Thankfully, wrapped in her own emotions, Lefna missed his reaction. The last thing he wanted was to upset her more.

      “They were supposed to be gone for no more than four weeks!” She rubbed her eyes, smudging her tears. “They didn’t take enough supplies for a longer trip!”

      Ryell eyed her with interest. The mention of supplies was hardly a reason to panic, but the way she reacted told him of some other, unspoken worries. “I’m sure Veelk will hunt if they run out of food,” he replied, the first thought that came to mind. “Maybe that’s what slowed them down.”

      Lefna took a deep breath and gave him an appreciative nod. With a weak smile, she set a jug of ale in front of him and rushed away to tend to other patrons.

      With a sigh, he filled his mug. It was the Light’s blessing that she didn’t know where Kamira and Veelk had set out to. Ryell had seen the desert only from a distance, when his ship reached Tyorane and made its way north along the coastline. The memory of the endless, sunburned dunes stayed with him for a long time and made him believe the continent they’d reached was a harsh, unwelcoming place. At least he could seek a little comfort in the thought that Kamira had traveled through that land before, and she had Veelk to protect her, but that last realization made him close his fingers around the mug tighter than a reassured person would. The mage killer had too much influence on Kamira, keeping her away from the right path and from anyone who was willing to help her. Ryell hadn’t earned enough of her trust to pull her away from Veelk. He couldn’t help wondering what kind of a dark secret bound the two together, because a Tivarashan noblewoman wouldn’t have been keeping company with someone like Veelk willingly. She couldn’t have. At the same time, she never, even when they were alone, asked for Ryell’s aid. And then she left him in Kaighal, heading out into the desert alone with that cursed…

      His frustration grew, so he diverted his thoughts to Atissa. The mere memory of her gentle yet passionate touch and of the magic she was so eager to share with him eased Ryell’s mind. Several years younger than Kamira, at least from what he could tell, Atissa still had that air of innocence about her, even if it meant her actions at times were like those of a child. He couldn’t help smiling. Sheltered all her life, Atissa had never experienced the harsh side of it and hadn’t learned how to deal with challenges, but her actions were not malicious. But were they truly?

      The unpleasant memory of when she refused to help his people returned to him in an instant, and Ryell found himself thinking about Kamira again. She helped him without delay, without asking for any payment or even gratitude… He shook his head, trying to chase the image of the callous arcanist out of his head. She’d chosen to wander the desert with a mage killer, so he shouldn’t waste his time. Neither of the women who’d absorbed his attention in Kaighal was worthy of what he was offering, yet he couldn’t find the strength to walk away from either, bouncing from one to the other like a helpless trapped animal testing the limits of its cage.

      A muffled scream drew his attention, and once he recognized Lefna standing between the tables with her hand to her mouth and eyes wide, he followed her gaze.

      Two travelers walked into the inn. Veelk entered first, hunched and moving slowly, nearly staggering, and while he held the door open, Kamira stepped inside. Every detail of her state burned into Ryell’s mind as the inn’s imbued lamps lit up her face and revealed the dirt on her skin and parched lips. A limp distorted her smooth moves, and her arm rested in a makeshift sling.

      Ryell kept staring, but Lefna broke free of her stupor. Several steps and she was already back at the counter, filling a tray with a jug of wine, cups, and bowls of fresh food. Before Ryell blinked, she headed for the stairs, the tray and a key in her hands.

      “Bath?” She looked over her shoulder.

      Veelk shook his head. Once he let go of the door, he took time to help Kamira walk. “Maybe later.”

      Lefna climbed the steps balancing her burden, and Ryell looked after her in awe. The innkeeper must have been proud of his daughter, whose first thought was of serving her guests instead of asking questions or giving in to emotions. At the same time, she made Ryell feel useless. The way Veelk glared at him when they passed his table made it clear he would not welcome any help, and Ryell’s blood boiled. Tiredness aside, the mage killer was unscathed, not a single injury on his body, while the woman he was supposed to protect had suffered from more than one. Some protector he is! Ryell clenched his fists.

      Veelk paid no attention to him. He lifted Kamira and carried her up the stairs then muttered a few words to Lefna, who was already heading back. Then he disappeared around the corner on the upper floor. The patrons, who had so far silently watched their passage, returned to their drinks and conversation, and the Jagged Swordsman once more looked quiet and calm.

      Ryell hesitated. The need for news fought with the courtesy of allowing them to rest first.

      Lefna approached his table, her hand on his shoulder in a failed attempt to comfort him. “Better leave them alone. It’s been a long time since I saw Veelk in such a mood. Something serious must have happened on their journey.”

      “They’ve been attacked.” Ryell hadn’t expected to state the obvious.

      “No, it’s not that. They get in trouble all the time, and all you can hear is Veelk teasing Kamira about being too weak or too stubborn.” She shook her head, a glimpse of amusement brightening her face, likely at some memories, but then concern took over again. “Last time I saw him like this was when—” She covered her mouth with sudden realization. “When something really bad happened to them,” she said after Ryell’s insistent glare.

      “How bad?” If he could learn more about it, maybe he would understand what kind of power Veelk had over Kamira, and he’d figure out how to free her of the mage killer’s influence.

      A patron called out, and Lefna sent him a smile over the shoulder. “I have to go. Besides, it’s a nasty story. Father would kill me if I repeated it to patrons.”

      Before she rushed away, Ryell held her forearm. “I have to know.” As two men at the next table eyed him with barely concealed hostility, he let go. “Please.”

      The corners of her lips curved downward, but her nod was all Ryell cared about. “I’ll be with you as soon as I can.”

      With uneasiness, she hurried off to other tables, and he finished his ale with a pang of guilt. Forcing the innkeeper’s daughter to gossip about her patrons was below a royal guard’s honor, but at the same time, with the fall of Devanshari, he could hardly call himself such. If Lefna knew the story, it couldn’t have been a secret anyway, and when he learned the details, he would know how to speak with Kamira. A little discomfort for Lefna wasn’t a high price to pay. Reassured, Ryell relaxed in his seat, waiting for her return.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Ryell woke up to a gentle knock on the door. His eyes, sticky from lingering slumber, refused to open after an entire night of restless, shallow sleep. He was ready to pull a pillow over his face and ignore the visitor, but when the knocking became more persistent, the memory hit him. Lefna! She promised she’d wake him up.

      He was at the door in a leap and three steps, and she gently smiled at him, holding an empty tray.

      She pointed at the door at the end of the corridor. “They’re up. I brought them breakfast, and they seem… in a brighter mood today. But if I were you”—she gave him a critical look—“I’d get a bath and food first.”

      He followed her gaze to the crumpled clothes he’d slept in. “That might be a good idea.” Not that he wanted to waste time, but if he was to win Kamira’s trust, he had to look like a royal guard, and not like a poor refugee wasting his life away in a foreign city.

      With most of the guests either sleeping or gone, the room downstairs had an eerie feel of emptiness and silence to it, weighing heavy on Ryell’s mood as he recalled Lefna’s story from the previous night. No wonder Kamira had been so distrustful, and Veelk had such a firm grip on her if they were betrayed by their companion. Ryell wouldn’t be even surprised if she saw another treacherous Garivan in him, and she feared that their blossoming friendship would turn sour with the betrayal she must be expecting.

      The inn’s bath chamber was empty as well, and he hastily saw to his cleanliness while his thoughts still circled Kamira. Possibly, she perceived high mages as threats or traitors as well, so Ryell’s relationship with archmage Yoreus wouldn’t help, but to deny it meant deception that could aggravate her wariness should she discover it. Honesty was a better option even if it meant he had to work harder for her trust.

      A sudden thought brought a cringe to her face. He might have had obligations binding him to Yoreus, but Kamira had her own secrets too, and played games with the archmage like the one back in the tavern when Ryell met her first. Yet she refused to offer even a small amount of trust, putting the burden on building it entirely on him. He shook his head, chasing the bitter feeling away. The mage killer must have been poisoning her with his own hostile attitude. Without him, she’d surely be more open, and if Ryell found a way to convince her to go back to the High Towers, she’d be out of Veelk’s reach.

      With a sigh, he dried himself, and a surprisingly soft towel brushing across his skin reminded him of Atissa. Once more he pondered why he’d even wasted time on Kamira, why he endlessly searched for the way to bring her back to the Light’s grace, running in circles, while the archmage’s daughter was all he could dream of: beautiful, willing, and still somewhat innocent.

      Lefna walked in and put a pile of fresh clothes on the chair. “Thought you’d need these.” Her eyes slipped along his naked body, but she neither blushed nor stared. “Breakfast is ready too.”

      Ryell gave a quick nod, more uncomfortable with his own nudity than Lefna was, and welcomed her departure. When he got dressed, the polished brass plate that served as mirror showed him a less appealing image than he’d hoped for. Unconscious and taken from the Devanshari pier right before the demonlings swarmed it, he’d had no time to pack, so all of his clothes were of Kaighal’s make, following local fashion, and the bloodstained and dented armor was hardly a suitable alternative. His face bore the marks of the essence deprivation—though, thanks to Atissa’s generosity, he didn’t look as starved as some of his compatriots—and lacking the daily guard’s routine, his body was losing its nimbleness.

      He ran his fingers through his hair, resisting the urge for more grooming. There was only so much he could do, and in the end, Kamira had seen him before, bloodied, bruised, and balancing on the edge of death. If he tried too hard, she’d likely suspect deception.

      Out in the main room, he downed his breakfast, paying no attention to the few travelers eating theirs and seeking no conversation. He hardly felt the taste of porridge and diluted cafra juice locals drank with their morning meal, but still complimented the food when Lefna approached.

      “Don’t worry, they seem back to normal now.” Lefna’s words and pat on his shoulder made it clear his expression wasn’t as collected as he’d hoped for. “I think Veelk was cleaning the wound on her leg, and she’s complaining a lot, but it’s more like their usual bickering.”

      Ryell grunted in response, staring at the rest of his food, but she didn’t leave him alone, so he looked up at her.

      “Something else is wrong, isn’t it?” Her voice carried that sincere concern she only had for regular patrons. “Is it because of what I told you last night?”

      With a shake of his head, he forced a smile. “I think I just worry too much.” He grasped the first thought that would get him out of sharing the truth. “Seeing Kamira like this and knowing that something might have happened to her…” He let his voice trail off in hopes Lefna would leave it at that. Explaining his motives and tangled feelings to an inn’s maid would be both embarrassing and frustrating.

      “It’s normal when you care about someone.” She offered a smile. “But I better let you finish your food. Kamira’s probably already wondering where you are.”

      Ryell’s heart skipped a beat. This might have been nothing but an empty phrase meant to comfort him, but maybe indeed Kamira was waiting for him. He finished the last few spoonfuls and washed them down with the remainder of the juice. Lefna winked at him as he rushed toward the stairs, so he made an effort to slow down.

      He’d been so wrapped up in his concerns that he never considered what he’d say to Kamira, and as he approached the door, he desperately looked for the words that would earn her trust.

      Before he knocked, Kamira’s voice reached him from behind the closed door. “I don’t need to be fed. I can eat with one hand just fine. But I need my hair done.”

      “I’m not putting all that debris back on your head,” Veelk replied. “You can live with it being not done.”

      “But I can’t eat. The hair’s getting in the food.”

      Ryell caught a tease in her complaint, and he hoped Veelk would once more refuse, so he could offer to help.

      “And that’s why I’m feeding you.”

      The mage killer’s tone suggested he considered the topic finished, and Ryell smiled. They indeed seemed in better mood, and he knocked on the door, lured by the playfulness in their voices while the images of the battered Kamira from the previous evening faded from his mind.

      Silence followed, and Ryell waited to hear the steps or hushed conversation, but no sound came before the door opened. Ryell, caught unprepared, stared at Veelk, and the mage killer took a step to the side, revealing the visitor’s face to Kamira and making it clear that an invitation—if any—would come from her.

      Kamira was sitting on the bed with a bowl on her lap, staring at Ryell in silence. Her arm rested in a fresh sling, and her face was clean of marks and dust. With her hair loose, she’d lost a lot of the malicious demonologist look, and Ryell’s instincts responded with compassion for the fragile woman she seemed, but the intensity of her gaze reassured him that her personality remained as it was.

      “Come in.” Her permission carried only tiredness.

      Veelk offered no greeting as he moved to the side, and Ryell’s muscles tensed as he stepped through the door at the sight of Veelk’s keshal resting against the wall and within reach. They clearly hadn’t been expecting a guest, but an assassin. Whatever transpired in the desert, it must have been more than a skirmish with some riffraff.

      Kamira looked at Veelk, and a smile warmed her face. “Go, see her. I’ll be fine.” She rubbed her skin on her forearm where she used to wear her nightfly bracelet.

      Ryell glanced at her other arm, but it bore no jewelry either, leaving him to wonder whether she’d removed the set because of the injury or if she’d lost the unique crystal pieces. Veelk stared back at Kamira. Their body language suggested they communicated with more than words, and then he nodded and left.

      “How are you feeling?” he asked, the first question that came to mind. “Lefna mentioned something about a wound.”

      To his surprise, she smiled. “I’ve been better. Usually it’s Veelk who gets all beaten up.” She made an inviting gesture toward one of the chairs.

      He’d much rather sit at the edge of the bed, close enough to catch the scent of her magic, but he followed her unvoiced wish, ignoring the whispers of how much it spoke of her trust. Given time, if he didn’t slip, he’d remedy that. Yet he pulled the chair toward the bed with a teasing smirk, far enough away to keep the distance she wanted, but at the same time cutting it a bit.

      “I should have gone with you.” He had to say it even if he was risking an argument.

      Her expression softened. “It’s good you didn’t. Otherwise I’d have your death on my hands.”

      “You didn’t die, and neither did Veelk,” Ryell pointed out. “And maybe if I was there, you wouldn’t have your arm broken, and the Light knows what other injuries.” At her grimace, he reined in his frustration. “So, what happened?” he asked softly.

      She looked to the side as if trying to conceal her grimace. “There was an explosion of magic deeper in the desert, and its wave reached us. We barely had time to do anything, and raising a barrier… My pact is limited. When the destruction passed, I was defenseless, and the desert nomads attacked.”

      “Why?” Ryell couldn’t help himself. The excitement that she’d shared the story with him instead of denying him an answer pushed him to take chances. There had to be more to the story if she was convinced he would have died there.

      A shrug was her first response. “They didn’t tell, and we didn’t bother to ask. It might have been a simple robbery, or they thought I had something to do with that eruption of magic.” Kamira’s eyes dimmed. “If chronicles are to believed, this looked a lot like the Cataclysm, just… less powerful.”

      “People have seen it even from Kaighal. Got a lot of them worried. You saw it close, didn’t you? What was it?”

      The look she gave him was sharp and inquisitive, and her voice was cold when she asked, “Is it you or the archmage asking?”

      Taken by surprise, Ryell struggled to keep his face straight, his memories of conversations with Yoreus too clear all of a sudden. “From what I could see, the archmages were concerned about it, but Archmage Yoreus doesn’t share his thoughts with me.” To thread between truth and lies was beyond a royal guard, but openly admitting he did Yoreus’s bidding would ruin any remaining trust between them.

      “Not his thoughts, just his daughter.”

      His face burned, because there was no denying it when she made such a direct remark, and he stuttered, searching for words. Kamira burst out laughing, but he found no malice in it, only amusement.

      “It’s so like Yoreus… Using his own daughter to play you.” She giggled as she spoke.

      “He asked me to protect his daughter, and Atissa… she wanted something more,” he admitted. At the same time, he had to fight to resist the ire at her biting remark of Atissa being but a pawn in her father’s hands. She was too innocent to play games like that. “And I… My body is addicted to magic. You went with me to Prince Allyv’s asylum, and you saw the ones who hunger for it, the ones desperate enough to swallow imbued stones to ease their suffering. I’m no different, just lucky enough that someone is willing to share their magic with me.” He didn’t want it to sound like an accusation, but there he was, implying that Kamira didn’t offer him what Atissa did.

      “I can understand that,” she said with a touch of softness, as if she could relate to his hunger, but then her features hardened again. “What I can’t understand is what you’re doing here.”

      With all their differences and all his obligations to Yoreus, Ryell weighed his options, and only truth could salvage what little trust she might have had. “I worried about you, and I missed you.” He shrank under Kamira’s inquisitive gaze, but he couldn’t blame her for remaining suspicious and sighed with surrender. “I made my promises to Yoreus before I knew… Before I realized…” He shook his head, as the right words weren’t coming. “The world was much simpler when I hated all the arcanists the same.” It didn’t come out as lighthearted as he’d hoped for, and he turned his head away with an awkward smile that might as well have been a grimace.

      “So, what are you going to do now?” she asked with enough amusement to put him at ease. “Hate all the arcanists again?”

      “No,” he replied. “But I do wish you weren’t one. Demons destroyed my home and slaughtered our people. I can’t simply forget it.” Ryell shifted uneasily. He needed to change the direction of their conversation. “Can I ask you something? Why did you get expelled?” He’d heard enough gossip, because even if Kamira’s name didn’t come up often in the conversations he overheard around the Towers, the mentions of “that student who got expelled” were frequent enough. The story sounded like a cautionary tale for children, so Ryell had had a hard time learning the details, even from Archmage Yoreus himself. On one hand, Kamira’s deed was supposed to be beyond any acceptable boundaries, but on the other, Yoreus always referred to it as “a triviality” when he spoke of her possible return.

      Her face dimmed at his words, making him realize how unpleasant the memory must have been. At the same time, her reaction allowed a sliver of hope that she cared, and, given an opportunity, she would consider going back to the High Towers.

      “I refused to sleep with my teacher.” A grimace twisted her mouth.

      His eyes widened. All that gossip, all those reminders, and… “Just for that?!”

      “I might have added a few insulting words to the ‘no’ part.” Her playful tone told Ryell she was back to her usual self, as if she chose not to dwell on the past, and his hopes faded. “It’s in the past. I don’t think of it much. And I don’t regret it.”

      She smiled, but more to her own thoughts than to him, and then shook her head. Whatever thought she might have had, she was discarding it, so if Ryell wanted to make her reconsider, he needed to make her doubt her own choice first.

      “I don’t know if I understand,” he said with caution. Kamira wasn’t quick to anger, but if she suspected he had ulterior motives, he’d suffer the consequences, likely cold responses and scathing remarks. “Ever since I was a child, I wanted to be a royal guard, but my family was from a minor noble house, and we lived at the borders of Devanshari.” To speak about it brought sudden pain as the memories of the war surfaced. Most of his relatives had perished when the demons first attacked, before the barrier could be raised, and he knew nothing of what happened to those who survived. They might have made it out of his family lands only to die months later in the slaughter of the capital. Too busy with Yoreus’s requests and Atissa’s charms, too obsessed with finding a way to bring Cahala to justice, he’d never even asked after them, and guilt overwhelmed him. Forcing back his focus, Ryell discarded those thoughts and continued. “I did everything I could to join the border patrol first, and then our capital’s garrison. It took me years, but finally I was offered a place among the royal guards. I can’t imagine giving it up, no matter the humiliations I had to suffer…” He bit his tongue, realizing too late that there was a difference to being a pushover for guards from the wealthier families and having to sleep with someone to secure as little as a student’s position. “I apologize.”

      “No need,” she replied, her voice hushed, as if contrary to her reassurance he’d struck a painful chord. “When I first went to the High Towers, I had every bit the intention of becoming an archmage one day, and I worked hard for it.” She stared off, reminiscing. “But in the end, it was all pointless when not jumping into Kerl’s bed was more important than my skills or knowledge. Even if I found another way, I’d become part of the corruption that rots the Towers from within.”

      “But if you had another chance,” he said, unable to resist. “Maybe with another archmage⁠—”

      In a sharp move, Kamira turned her head toward him, and Ryell found himself trapped by her gaze, composed and unyielding. “Do you really think Yoreus wants anything other than to humiliate me and have power over me? You heard yourself how he speaks to me.”

      Ryell swallowed and gave a reluctant nod, because no matter what argument he could conjure against it, his own or the archmage’s, the pieces of Yoreus’s conversation with Kamira remained fresh. He still wanted to believe that it was Kamira who’d pushed the archmage into such behavior with her taunts, but he couldn’t deny that Yoreus had acted more hostile than benevolent.

      “So, how’s being an arcanist different?” he asked, the first question that came to mind. He risked hearing about demons, but even that seemed better than dwelling on what real motives Yoreus could have to want Kamira’s return to the High Towers. All of a sudden, Ryell felt like a pawn in a game he didn’t understand.

      The question brought a smile to her face, and that alone was worth suffering through whatever her answer could be.

      “Students of the arcane arts are expected to learn and to grow, to bring pride to the teachers. They are challenged and pushed to work harder, even to question the teaching and find new solutions, or draw conclusions from their own mistakes. I learned more in a month as an apprentice arcanist than in a year at the High Towers.” As she spoke of the past, her voice softened and carried a longing undertone.

      Ryell hid his relief at the lack of demons, but the words themselves sounded like an arcanist’s attempt to prove her school’s superiority. “It sounds quite… blissful.”

      Kamira burst out laughing. “It was everything but that. You see, in the High Towers, well-placed flattery helped you get away with things, while studying with Master Tijhran meant I got to taste the consequences of every single mistake I made, and no compliment or excuse would allow it to slide. On the day I made my pact, he took out a bottle of his best wine, and we drank late into the night, but in the morning he still kicked me out with nothing but a few of my belongings and told me I had to prove my worth by supporting myself for six months with my art before he’d offer any more teaching.”

      “And did you?”

      Her laughter filled the room again. “Of course I did! I was determined to prove he had never had a better student. But the first weeks were harsh. Then I found a small village that had no medic or herbalist. I mostly helped with broken limbs and infected wounds, not really using much magic, but…” She chuckled. “I was still bold enough to send Master Tijhran a letter asking if he’d like me to come back, because if not, I was set for life.”

      It was Ryell’s turn to burst into laughter, and he savored it. “Taking care of farmers and their livestock?”

      “I didn’t mention that part. And when he politely replied that it was up to me, and he’d already chosen a replacement should I decide not to come back…” She grinned. “I was back at his door in a week.”

      Her face radiated joy as she spoke about her teacher, and Ryell couldn’t help thinking that this arcanist had to be very similar to Kamira: stubborn and ambitious, with a bit of a rebellious nature. The docile and obedient students never strayed from the high mage path.

      Atissa’s face resurfaced in Ryell’s mind. She might have had that rebellious spark about her, but it seemed more of a childish whim than anything else, and her behavior around Yoreus was always obedient and servile. In a way, Atissa reminded him of the spoiled daughters of Devanshari noblemen he’d gotten to know all too well once he received his post in the capital. Kamira, on the other hand, was older and more mature, so her rebellion stemmed from disagreeing with the way the High Towers were. Even if Ryell considered her perspective flawed, he could relate to that refusal to submit. After all, he wouldn’t have become a royal guard if he yielded to the rules of his kingdom.

      “You’re staring at me,” she said, part reprimand, part curiosity.

      Lost in his thoughts, he’d missed the silence that fell between them. “I… It’s because you look so different with your hair down. Why do you put it up?” He grasped for the first excuse that came to mind, though he actually liked the way she looked.

      “It’s practical.” The shrug accompanying her words suggested that she hadn’t thought about it much. “It doesn’t get in the way when I travel or fight.”

      “And all the bones and feathers you put in it?” Ryell glanced at the table, where an array of her accessories lay scattered.

      “At first, I did it only to annoy my family.” She smirked. “The look on my aunts’ faces when they saw me… It was worth it. Then it became a habit, and now it’s a way to ensure no one mistakes me for a high mage.”

      The challenge in her words became clear when she looked straight at him, and all Ryell could do was to nod, cursing his own curiosity. His questions were bound to drive a wedge between them even deeper, at least until Kamira learned to trust him more. As much as he wanted to spend more time with her, he risked ruining the friendly mood of sharing amusing stories. It was time to take his wins and leave the rest for the next time… if there even was to be one.

      With a heavy heart, he looked her in the eye. “I know you don’t trust me, and I don’t deny my… obligations to the archmage and his daughter,” he said, “but I enjoy your company, and I was hoping that… I could visit again. Ask you about your health, and maybe share more laughter. It’s the least I can do in return for all you did for me and my people.”

      “I’d… like that.” Her face revealed that he’d surprised her, and Ryell took that little victory.

      “Thank you.” He stood up. At least it felt like he’d made a step forward in building trust, no matter how small it was. “I took enough of your time today, and you need to rest.” He hesitated, but it seemed she wouldn’t accept a kiss, not after he had admitted how close he was with Atissa, so instead he bowed.

      “It was nice seeing you,” she said.

      He stepped out into the corridor, comforted by the warmth of her response and the hope of being welcomed back in the future, but when he closed the door, his hands were shaking. He cared more than he was ready to admit, more than the pawn he was supposed to be should care. After what Kamira had told him, he couldn’t deny the possibility that the archmage had used Ryell to play his own game. Taking a deep breath, he turned to leave, but then he heard someone else speaking in the room.

      “He wasn’t being fully honest with you.”

      The deep tone echoed with wisdom and little else, no emotions, nothing, and Ryell froze. From what little he knew, summoning demons to speak with them took time and effort, but it couldn’t have been anyone else. He debated whether to reenter, but Kamira’s reply held him fast.

      “Neither was I with him.”
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      “At least he didn’t try to kill me,” Kamira added when Veranesh ignored her remark about honesty.

      The nightflies circled in the air above the bed. During Ryell’s visit, Veranesh had kept them hidden but close by, and she appreciated his vigil. Anyone could expect her to use magic to defend herself or to attack, and they would prepare for such an instance, but no one except for Veelk knew of the crystal creatures.

      “You’re avoiding the question of his truthfulness.” Veranesh’s dry voice continued to contrast with the creatures’ playful flight.

      “It’s not a question,” she fired back. “I’d much rather know why Yoreus is using him, and what the old fox really wants from me. Information, that’s certain. But what else?”

      The game with Ryell had tired her, and if she didn’t need all the possible insights in the archmage’s schemes, she’d have told Ryell to go back to the Towers, to the woman he was so eager to embrace while she was away. Kamira almost huffed in frustration at the memory of their previous meeting, when Ryell made his interest clear, quite bluntly so, and now he had the nerve to attempt acting the same while all that high magic emanated from his body. Had she allowed it, he’d have undoubtedly sat beside her, throwing friendly remarks or even trying to charm her.

      She glanced at the nightflies, but couldn’t tell whether her ire showed and if Veranesh noticed anything.

      The aura of high magic was gone with the one who carried it, but she still boiled at Ryell’s admittance of being under Atissa’s thumb. He didn’t seem a player himself, and Kamira could assume that he indeed desired her, especially with the aura of arcane magic surrounding her, but she doubted the feelings for her he believed to have were real, and he definitely was not a friend.

      A knock on the door sent the nightflies darting to cover.

      “It’s me.” Veelk entered without being invited. “I saw Ryell in the corridor. By the look of his face, I’d wager it wasn’t a pleasant time.”

      Kamira narrowed her eyes. When he was leaving, Ryell seemed content enough, but if he caught Veranesh’s remark and her response, it could have changed his mood. Next time, if there was any, she would have to be more careful, or Ryell was bound to discover secrets she didn’t want to share with him.

      “She was quite gentle, considering he sleeps with another,” Veranesh said as the nightflies emerged.

      Veelk arched his eyebrow then glanced back at the closed door and again at Kamira. “That’s a pity. He seemed to have taken to you.”

      Kamira discarded that remark with a shrug. No matter how honest Ryell might have seemed, she couldn’t discard the possibility that he was as seasoned a player as Yoreus or any Tivarashan noblewoman with whom she’d dealt in the past. A royal guard could have had enough opportunities to try his hand at intrigue and deception. But discussing Ryell and his intentions would make them go in circles.

      “We need a plan.” She looked straight at Veranesh. “Because the ambush showed how unprepared we are.” Even in the privacy of their room, she chose words with caution, avoiding the mention of Uganel’s name.

      Silence fell, but she waited patiently. The demon would arrive at the conclusion she had in mind.

      “You consider yourself incapable of the deed,” Veranesh said.

      “We almost died because I couldn’t hold the barrier long enough.” The memory of the event made her crumble inside, but she kept her composure. At least she’d gotten to experience firsthand what an attempt at freeing Veranesh could be like.

      Veelk walked over to the table. “Wounded and in pain against a storm of magic. A lousy arcanist indeed,” he said as he took the chair Ryell had left.

      As much as she’d enjoy falling back into their casual bickering to pick up her mood, she kept her eyes on Veranesh. “This was the limit of the energy I could channel,” she said. “Regardless of how much I’d be willing to practice or sacrifice, the human body has its limits.”

      The nightflies circled in the air, and the chaotic moves of two creatures must have reflected Veranesh pondering her words. “You have something in mind, don’t you?”

      Kamira hesitated, looking between Veelk and the nightflies, and gave a cautious nod. She had weeks of strenuous journey back through the desert to recall every single detail from their confrontation with Uganel, and all her thoughts led to one conclusion. Veranesh could have offered her all his power, but without the ability to survive channeling it, she’d be as useless as defending from Uganel’s destruction. She might have found a way, but both Veelk and Veranesh had to agree, and she couldn’t decide who would be more likely to say yes. On the other hand, it hardly mattered, because neither of them would be able to convince the other.

      After a deep breath, she pointed at Veelk’s arm. “Your scars… They channel magic both in and out, right?” she asked.

      His expression changed, as always when she asked about things related to his tribe. No matter how many secrets they shared, how many times they saved each other’s lives, and how deep their trust was, when it came to his kinsmen, he still retreated to old habits. She didn’t blame him, because in the end, he always gave her as much of an answer as he could, and this time was no different. “They draw it from the demon world whenever it’s necessary for healing or reflexes, and into it when they take care of spells thrown at us.” He looked her over. “But the stones need to be bound with the flesh to work. You can’t simply wear one or hold them.”

      If it was that simple, she wouldn’t need that conversation. “Would your people make an exception for me?” She glanced at the nightflies. “If you agree.” Veranesh could well be opposed to the idea, because higher demons guarded magic they granted, and with the stones as a part of her, he’d lose that power over her.

      “Suzhaul won’t agree even if I was the one to ask.” Veranesh crushed her hopes, but at least he wasn’t disagreeing with the idea itself. “He’s too engrossed in his… endeavors to risk that aiding me would make other kanyalari confront him and pull him away from his pursuits.”

      With the way Veranesh spoke of Suzhaul’s plans, Kamira couldn’t help wondering what secrets they shared, and what the goals of Veelk’s demonic patron were.

      “Sounds like him.” Veelk showed neither surprise nor respect for his tribe’s demon. “But there’s someone else we could ask. A man who knows the secrets of the blending and isn’t bound by my tribe’s rules.”

      Her jaw dropped. “Your people taught an outsider?!” The last thing she’d expected of the tribe that was more protective of its secrets than of its members was to give it away to someone they couldn’t fully trust.

      “It’s a long story… and a long shot,” he said, ignoring her outburst. “I don’t even know if he’s still alive, and if he is, finding him will take some favors for Gildya.”

      “Gildya…” When the understanding dawned on her, Kamira stared at Veelk. “Your people taught an adept?!” A way to keep secret, teach it to a member of an organization that shared them freely among its people and used them to gain wealth and influence.

      “No need to yell.” Veelk shot her a warning glare. “My tribe had a huge debt to pay, and Suzhaul approved. Koshmarnyk was taught our techniques, but he’s not allowed to pass this knowledge to anyone else.”

      She knew better than to question the trust Veelk had in this man, even if she considered sharing such knowledge akin to playing with fire. “So, we just need to reach out to that… Kosh-mar-nyk? The name sounds tribal.”

      “That’s the name we gave him.” The tic at his lips’ corner indicated amusement. “After all, he had to be of the tribe, one way or another. But he disappeared some years ago, and if anyone knows where he went, it’s Gildya.”

      Kamira leaned back on the bed. “Master Tijhran used to sell imbued stones to some adept. I could ask him to introduce us.” She turned to Veranesh. “Such information might be costly. I’ll need quite a few powerful stones.” Likely, no ordinary stones from minor demons would do, even if she wanted to try to bargain with them first.

      The nightflies shifted in their flight, and one of them hovered close to Kamira. “Not the most pleasant thing, but nothing compared to the pain I go through by the high mages’ doings. Although you should rest and heal before you set out again. With… the immediate threat gone, you have time.”

      She gave him a nod. As much as she loathed the prospect of idleness, possibly spoiled by Ryell’s further visits, traveling with a broken arm was too much of a hassle. It was enough that she’d made it back through the desert. Now her limb needed to heal. When she got the stones blended, the magic within them would hasten the process, but until then, she only had natural mending. “I’ll write a letter to Master Tijhran. Perhaps he’ll be willing to visit Kaighal.”

      “Then it’s settled,” Veranesh said.

      One nightfly wrapped around the wrist of Kamira’s healthy arm, while the other coiled around her neck, forming a necklace.

      “Are you sure about it?” Veelk asked when the nightflies froze into jewelry. “Once bound, the stones are not easily taken out. And even if you manage to remove them, the scars will stay forever.”

      “I know. But I don’t need them all over, like you. Only on my arms, since arcanists use them to draw and channel. Wearing long sleeves till the end of my days seem a small price for saving my own life, and maybe the world too.” During their journey back, she’d had enough time to think about it.

      “Just maybe? I thought you finally trusted the demon.”

      She couldn’t help glancing at the nightfly on her wrist before replying. The creature was still, and she did not sense Veranesh’s presence. “I do. At least in matters of his freedom and keeping his word. He might not be as evil as the high mages try to paint him, but… beings like him have a different perspective. Once he’s free, there’s no telling what he’ll do.” She shivered, as it wasn’t hard to guess. He’d go after the high mages, and their hold on Kaighal would put the whole city at risk.

      “We’ll worry about it when the time comes.” Veelk must have caught the shift in her mood. “Right now, we need to find Koshmarnyk.”

      She snickered at Veelk’s approach to problems, on a one-by-one basis. He never seemed overwhelmed by anything, and it put her at ease. With her concerns lightened, she glanced at him playfully with a new thought on her mind. Of course, it would never work, but the prospect of his dry response pushed her to try nevertheless.

      “I still need my hair done.”
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      Kamira groaned trying to tie her hair with one hand. All the muttering and cursing couldn’t help her, and Veelk had left to see about restocking their supplies with a remark that she didn’t need her hairdo staying in the room. She regretted not having asked Ryell for help, but that, of course, would have brought problems she wasn’t ready to face. It was one thing to keep secrets from a man not worthy of her trust, and another to consciously mislead him into believing she desired intimacy with him.

      A knock distracted her, and the hair she was about to pin escaped her fingers.

      “By the pact, come in!” Still frustrated with Veelk’s unwillingness to help, she let anger slip into her words. “It’s not like I’d undress myself while you were gone.” Not that Veelk would have been bothered with her lack of clothes. They’d tended to each other’s wounds so often that there wasn’t much left to hide.

      The door opened, and when a small figure stood in the entrance, Kamira realized that Veelk wouldn’t bother knocking, as the room was also his. Unable to see the face beneath the cloak, she froze, certain it wasn’t Ryell either. She brandished the wooden hairpin, though only as a distraction. If it came to fight, she’d use magic and awaken the nightflies.

      “I think you expected someone else.” First Archmage Irtan lowered the hood. “But I hope I still can come in.”

      Kamira swallowed words of refusal and nodded. Avoiding Irtan would only raise his suspicion.

      The archmage entered, and while he closed the door, his back was turned to Kamira, giving her an opening to strike if she wanted to take it. Instead, she breathed out with relief. He wouldn’t have been so casual if he had come to kill her.

      Irtan walked to the table and took a seat without waiting for invitation. His moves, still full of confidence, betrayed him every once in a while, revealing that the archmage’s body was advancing in years faster than his mind. It’d been—how many?—at least seven years since she’d seen him last.

      They stared at each other, and the silence deepened.

      “I care little for games,” she said. “So don’t expect pleasantries and empty talk.”

      The wrinkles on Irtan’s face shifted when he laughed. “You haven’t changed much since the last time we spoke. At least when it comes to conversational habits.” He looked her over, his sharp eyes lingering on the sling. “I see your new life doesn’t treat you too well.”

      She fought off a grimace creeping onto her face as she glanced down at her broken arm. It was the worst time to look feeble or miserable. “It seems you haven’t changed much either, or did you just not hear the ‘I care little for games’ part?”

      “It’s not a game. I’m actually curious how you’ve been.” Irtan’s smile, gentle and friendly on his aging face, reassured her that, contrary to his words, he was playing a game. “I was sad to see you leave.”

      Of course, she could have reminded the archmage he had done nothing to prevent her from being expelled, but after years of bitter thoughts and words, she wasn’t about to repeat them aloud and drag herself into a pointless discussion. Especially given that, with the recent revelations, she had even less to regret than she did right after she left the Towers.

      Irtan sighed but kept smiling. “I guess I shouldn’t have expected any sentiment from you, though I did hope you missed the Towers at least a bit.”

      It was her turn to laugh. Then she looked the archmage in the eye. “Enough games. Let’s get done with it. Why have you come?”

      In an instant, he became serious. “I’d like to ask you about some events. You’re an honest person, so I hope to learn from you that which I’ll never know from other archmages. I grow old and tired of their games myself.”

      Kamira offered a short nod as acknowledgment. She’d always considered Irtan wiser than the other archmages, and he was the one to mention Master Tijhran’s name before she left the Towers, but deception ran through high mages’ blood even denser than magic, and she wasn’t about to trust him blindly. One did not become the first archmage if one didn’t know all the steps in the Towers’ political games.

      “I’ve been told that you approached Archmage Yoreus with an offer,” Irtan continued. “You planned to explore the old Towers in the desert, is that correct?” He glanced at her. “No, I can see it’s not. So what would be your story?”

      Irtan must have pressed Yoreus if the snide archmage had shared information about his dealings with Kamira, even if, undoubtedly, he presented it in a way that would divert any suspicions from him. With that, she had no choice but to admit her involvement, and she could only hope that the same story she’d told Yoreus would be enough for Irtan. “Are you aware of what I do?” A few questions could help her determine how much Irtan really knew.

      “Not quite, I admit. I only know that you’ve successfully finished your arcanist training with Master Tijhran, and you travel a lot.”

      At a high mage referring to her teacher as “master,” Kamira moved from her spot on the bed. Such rare courtesy, especially from an archmage, was worth recognition and reciprocation, so she poured them both thin wine. Whether he’d consider it safe to drink was another matter.

      “I explore old places, bringing artifacts from the past to those who can pay.” She only dipped her lips into the wine, and she saw Irtan doing likewise—enough to be courteous, but far too little for it to dim their wits. “Mostly collectors and Gildya adepts. Sometimes a high mage who is interested in such research buys a trinket or two, but they rarely want to deal with an arcanist.”

      “And Yoreus is an exception?”

      Kamira allowed herself a bitter smile. “I’m sure he despises me as much as everyone else, but he desires old artifacts, and we traded several times when I had something of interest to him.” She looked the archmage in the eye. “But this time, it was him who approached me. He said he knew of an entrance to the old Towers and was willing to give me that information if I would bring something back for him.”

      “And that was?”

      “A book, leather-bound, handwritten.” Kamira faked indifference with a shrug. “He didn’t tell me what it was about, only where to find it.”

      Irtan nodded slowly as his eyes narrowed, and she couldn’t help thinking he knew exactly which book Yoreus had in mind. “And did you find it?”

      Faking a huff of frustration, she replied, “I couldn’t even find the entrance he described, let alone some book that had probably already fallen apart. Instead, I wasted a lot of time and resources.” If she could lead him to believe that the coin was all that mattered to her, maybe he wouldn’t dig any further. “Yoreus wasn’t impressed, but I don’t think he ever is.”

      “It seems the same applies to his truthfulness,” Irtan said dryly.

      “Why would you believe my words over his?” She had to ask, but at least she managed to cover her surprise with the suspicion an expelled student would have if an archmage favored her all of a sudden.

      Irtan’s blue eyes gripped her. “You’re my friend’s best student, and in every letter he sends, he makes sure I regret allowing that expulsion to go through.”

      As his words sank in, Kamira stared at him. An arcanist and the first archmage being friends… Irtan was too cunning to lie about something she could check, so she couldn’t assume he was trying to deceive her. Maybe he intended to shake her composure with the news, or drive a wedge between her and Master Tijhran. A cold shiver went down her spine, and she hated to admit that Irtan might have succeeded with the latter, because with such friendship revealed, her secrets might not have been as safe with Master Tijhran as she thought.

      “Is there anything else?” Better to cut the visit short than to give Irtan more opportunities to manipulate her. “I have more important things to do.” Like getting that cursed hair tied up, but the archmage didn’t need to know that.

      Sadness flashed on his face. “I’d like to ask you about the two power surges in the desert, one quite recent and violent, but somehow I’m sure you’ll be as unwilling to share any information as Tijhran was. I appreciate you taking time to talk to me, even if you weren’t as forthright as I wished.” He sighed. “But I can’t blame you for that, especially not after what happened to your master.”

      Kamira’s blood froze, and her heart skipped a beat as she stared at the archmage.

      “You didn’t know he was attacked.” It wasn’t a question, but a realization, and when Irtan placed his hand on her arm, she didn’t move away. “He’s been wounded, but he’s alive,” he added with compassion that sounded genuine.

      “How did it happen?” she said through a clenched throat, even though no matter how the events unfolded, they must have been her fault. After all, Veelk had caught someone spying around back when they visited. And Hafnis… A man like him, with no loyalty to his teacher and an ax to grind, could have flapped his tongue as well, before he’d met his end at Veelk’s hand.

      “He was attacked at home, by a demon brought into this world in flesh.” As he spoke, his eyes locked on her face.

      As shaken as she was, she still managed a neutral expression and a suspicious tone. “No demonling could be a threat to Master Tijhran.”

      “I have reasons to suspect that a higher demon was involved.”

      She allowed herself widened eyes. “One of those who were said to have attacked the overseas kingdom?” With the Devanshari all around Kaighal, she couldn’t pretend to be oblivious to the events on the other continent.

      “Possibly. I also have a reason to believe that it’s connected to your journey into the desert, to the Towers’ ruins.” He raised his hands before she could reply. “Hush. I do not want to hear you evading the truth again.”

      Kamira let her displeasure show. “You’re back to playing games. I don’t suppose you could simply tell me what you know of that higher demon?” Asking how he knew of it to begin with would be stretching her luck, and with the knowledge of the high mages’ involvement in Veranesh’s imprisonment, she had her guesses anyway.

      Irtan hesitated, and when his face hardened for a glimpse, Kamira was certain he’d tell her nothing. Yet the first archmage smiled. “His name is Uganel, and from what I’ve discovered, he might be interested in what happened in the desert.”

      “I appreciate your courtesy,” she said, using words to conceal her relief. There wasn’t another demon about, so her teacher was safe for the time being. “Not all high mages would be kind enough to share the name.”

      “You didn’t ask how I know it.” Irtan regarded her with curiosity.

      She couldn’t help sneering. “You’re the first archmage; it’s your… obligation to know things. As to how…” She allowed herself a playful expression. “I wouldn’t think an expelled student would be privileged to the Towers’ secrets, so I didn’t ask.”

      “You’re right, but perhaps… You could return to the Towers, and we could trade secrets.” Irtan waved his hand before she could put together her refusal. “I know, I know. Arcanist pride and all.” The tone of his voice suggested he never expected her to agree, and he held no grudge, but when he looked her in the eye, he became serious. “We live in dangerous times, and I can sense a change coming. Don’t get caught in its wave.” He stood up. “Once again, thank you for your time and answers.”

      As he walked toward the door, Kamira bowed, both out of habit and genuine gratitude. Allowing Irtan to play his game might have been dangerous, but it turned out to be worth it. “Likewise, archmage. I hope you got the answers you came for.”

      A glimpse of sudden movement caught Kamira’s eye when she was raising her head, and her training took over. She brought up a barrier before she even recognized what the projectile was, and the mug of wine splashed against it. Kamira gritted her teeth, because in the end, Irtan had succeeded at playing her. If he had used magic, she’d have countered with all the power she had, and one of them would have died. But a mug couldn’t have been considered a real assault, and at the same time exposed her power.

      “Now I have.” Irtan stood motionless, a gentle smile softening his features, as if reassuring her she shouldn’t expect another attack. “Master Tijhran was right to praise you. Your skills are indeed impressive. And that smooth energy flow… You must have made a pact with quite a demon. A higher one, perhaps?”

      Ignoring the tease in his voice, Kamira weighed her decision. Even if she could stand her ground against the archmage, such a duel would draw too much attention. Her barrier dispersed, magic obedient to her will. “I think it’s time for you to go, first archmage. We’ve learned enough from each other.”

      Irtan walked to the door. His casual stride tempted Kamira, and she bit her lip, fighting the urge, but the memory of the mug he’d tossed, forcing her to act and reveal her true power, cooled her blood lust. He might be old, but he was the first archmage for a reason. If he turned his back to her, it meant he was confident he would defeat her if needed.

      He looked over his shoulder with a smile, and it was obvious he knew exactly what Kamira was considering.

      “Give Master Tijhran my regards,” he said as he put the hood over his head again, “should you happen to see him before I do.”

      She waited until the door closed before she allowed herself a show of emotion: a grimace and clenched fists. Clearly, the archmage’s mention of her teacher was meant to shatter her trust, and she had to admit, Irtan had succeeded in sowing that seed of doubt. If she wanted the truth, she needed something more than a letter. She needed to speak to Tijhran face to face.

      With that thought, she packed up her necessities, cursing the injury every time she needed both hands, but when Veelk came back with the supplies, she was almost ready.

      “I need my hair done, and I’m going downstairs to ask Lefna to help me,” she announced as soon as the mage killer walked in. “And when I’m back, we’re setting out for Gaunash, so you better be ready.”

      Veelk inspected the mug in the puddle of wine of the floor, then looked at her. “It’s unlike you to act so abruptly… and spill your wine.”

      “Master Tijhran’s been attacked, and the first archmage threw his mug at me.”

      His eyes widened and his body tensed. “He came here?!”

      She waved her hand. “To fish for the information Yoreus skimped on.” She collected all the hair accessories and opened the door. “I’ll tell you everything on the way.”
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