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Jeffe Kennedy


The gripping conclusion to the saga that started with a desperate woman in a tower and the Dark Wizard who freed her…


The time has come…

With the hidden archives unlocked and their explosive secrets waiting to be deciphered, the Convocation teeters on the edge of chaos. Alise Elal, rescued from her evil father’s clutches by an unlikely hero, faces the ultimate test of her hard-won powers—if she and Cillian Harahel can fight their way to Convocation Center. There they will be joined by old friends and new in the final attempt to solve the riddle of the fall of House Phel.
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To my own cinnamon roll hero,

Who rescued me from loneliness and forgives my crazy.
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Magic Reborn



~ 1 ~


One outcome of Alise’s enforced apprenticeship with her unarguably evil wizard father: she’d stored up an enormous amount of magic. Which was at least one positive as they’d need every drop of wizardry she could muster to get them across the Elal border and to a level of safety. Cillian could and would provide her with more magic, if she needed it, as unorthodox as it was for wizards to share magic. But she didn’t like needing it. Or taking it from someone who already gave to her so unstintingly, in every way.

Whether any of it would be enough to escape her father’s vengeful pursuit was the next problem to deal with. All she could think about at the moment was getting out of Elal, house and land of her birth, more recently her prison.

“Incoming,” Cillian said quietly, as if noting a change in the weather and not the fifth wave of spirit attackers. The librarian-wizard, for all that he liked to self-deprecatingly describe himself as “not ever hero material,” possessed an enviable ability to remain calm under the most dire circumstances. Alise worried at times about Cillian’s unshakeable and apparently infinite faith in her abilities. She wished she felt the same. Instead she dreaded the day she’d fail to the ultimate test to protect him, on top of all the ways she’d failed him already. Today could be that day.

Shaking off the fatalistic mood—and incipient panic—and casting her wizard-senses in the direction Cillian pointed, she wrapped mental arms around the barrage of fire elementals about to rain down upon their rollicking carriage. She untethered the creatures with swift ease—she was getting scarily good at this trick—cutting their ties to the wizards that sent them, and the newly feral creatures returned to the wild in burning, hooting streaks of fire. The ability frightened her because of how easily she could free more than elementals. She could break the bonds between wizard and familiar, ruin lives and fortunes. Upend the very foundation of the Convocation and send their society into chaos. She didn’t have Cillian’s faith in her wisdom to use that power wisely.

“Hairpin turn,” Cillian advised in the same calm voice, but bracing himself with both arms against the walls of the antique House Harahel carriage that threatened to vibrate apart—or fling them into a defile if they took one of those turns too fast. Possibly both at once.

Alise cursed under her breath and swiftly diverted her attention to keep either or both of those things from happening.

Dealing with the unceasing bombardment would be enough to challenge any wizard. At the moment, however, she was also pouring prodigious amounts of magic into guiding the air elemental powering their carriage through the snaking canyon leading to the last narrow pass through the Knifeblade Mountains before they’d reach the barrier-border around Elal. Alise had tampered with the programmed settings of the tamed elemental, removing the restrictions placed on it by Elal production wizards. With her inherited ability to magically control non-corporeal entities, she could make the elemental faster and more powerful. With her own hard-won skills she could guide the less-than-intelligent being through the sharp corners and switchbacks of the canyon. Those holiday sleigh tournaments back at Convocation Academy had come in useful for more than garnering the brittle admiration of her classmates.

But very likely, none of her skills would be enough to prevent her father from recapturing her. And Cillian would face an even worse fate.

Though they hadn’t glimpsed their pursuers, Alise knew they were being chased as well as being magically attacked. Lord Elal had certainly sent some of his minions in pursuit in order to physically drag her back to House Elal. The feel of their magic and rage drew ever closer, scraping against her nerves. That was her father’s ultimate aim, to retrieve her and use extortion to enslave her to his plans again. Cillian had risked everything to rescue her, most especially from her own mistakes and self-delusion. If they were taken, her father would have the ultimate piece of leverage to use against her. He would have Cillian: the person who meant more to her than anyone in the world.

She’d already handed herself over once in place of her niece, Bria, to save the infant from the claws of the newborn’s rapacious grandfather. Thanks to Cillian’s courage and wit, Alise had escaped her luxurious prison—and the indoctrination that had her believing in so many terribly wrong things. But if they were recaptured, her father would have no use for Cillian and plenty of rage for how he’d underestimated the librarian who’d tricked him into an embarrassing bout of illness and spirited his daughter away.

Lord Elal wouldn’t even care about avoiding a war with House Harahel, the house of Cillian’s birth and—not incidentally—led by Cillian’s grandmother, Lady Órlaith Harahel. They were a high house, yes, with rank, but they also consisted of wizards devoted to archives and scholarly pursuits. Piers Elal wouldn’t hesitate to burn them to the ground and probably no one in the Convocation would more than whisper an objection, and even then, it would be too late to save any of them. Especially Cillian, who would die first and painfully. Probably while her father made her watch.

Her sister and brother-in-law could protect Niece Bria, but Cillian had only Alise to stand between him and a terrible death.

If she possessed the power, skill, and craftiness to fight her father and his wizard minions.

The carriage wheel on one side of the rocky road went off the edge as they careened around the hairpin turn. Looking an unusual shade of pale green, Cillian coughed a little, maybe swallowing against an uneasy stomach. “Maybe not quite so fast?”

“They’re catching up to us,” she explained tersely. “We have to go faster, not slow down or we’re done for.”

“How far to the border?” He looked out the window, then with obvious longing at one of the atlases he’d brought with him from the comprehensive House Harahel library, but which had long since fallen to the floor of the carriage, sliding around with several others, making him wince every time they bumped into something. Cillian worried about the state of his books only slightly less than the danger presented by Lord Elal. No doubt if Alise weren’t in jeopardy, the equation would tip in the other direction.

Alise split out a sliver of her attention to assess the distance to the barrier. It seemed that boundary around Elal lands and magic had been a tangible part of her awareness all her life. She’d become so accustomed to its presence in the back of her mind that it was more of an effort to stop ignoring the vast looming magic of it. Built by ancient Elal ancestors originally around a much smaller territory—solely House Elal itself, back in the day—the magic of the barrier had been interwoven with the border of Elal territory and grew along with the land the family claimed, expanding ever outward in an uneven circle. The power of the barrier had been added to with each generation, making it unique in the Convocation.

That is, most high houses guarded their borders to greater or lesser extents, but no one matched what Elal had in place. Unless tattooed as a resident with a special glyph—or possessing enough Elal blood—no one could cross the border going in or coming out without a House Elal wizard minion altering the barrier to allow it. The area encompassed by the Elal border-barrier exceeded that of any other high house in the Convocation, one reason for House Elal’s enormous power and influence. Fortunately, Alise possessed more than enough ability to get Cillian through the border.

If they could get there before the minions stopped them.

“Only a few more minutes,” she answered tersely, goading the air elemental to accelerate even more as they came out of the tight curve.

“Watch out for the—” Cillian broke off on a yelp as they crashed over a rock that had fallen into the road.

No, not a rock that had happened to fall, Alise realized as another thumped on the roof of the thankfully covered carriage, followed by a rain of more.

“Rockslide?” Cillian asked, trying to get a look out the window. “Ow,” he remarked, rubbing his face where a bit of gravel had hit him.

“Watch it!” Frazzled, Alise frowned at the blood trickling down Cillian’s face from the impact, smeared by his rubbing at it. “Earth elementals lobbing rocks now. Keep your face inside.”

“Good advice,” he retorted drily.

“Sorry. I just like your face.”

“I like your face, too.”

Like a storm beginning with a few drops, then increasing, rocks hailed upon them, battering the roof and making the carriage wheels bounce with bone-jarring abruptness as they encountered more rocks on the road. Soon the aged contraption would just fall apart, dumping them out and stranding them to be retrieved like so much discarded trash. She was frankly surprised the antique had lasted this long. She needed to stop this attack at the source or they’d be battered to bits in moments.

“Where are you little fuckers?” she muttered, mentally searching for the bonds tethering the earth elementals.

“Can you—oof!” A rock as big as Cillian’s head crashed through the roof, tearing a hole through the metal, leaving ragged shards hanging down, then plummeting through the floor, hitting the road and jouncing up again, nearly high-centering them.

Alise poured power into the air elemental, wincing at the torn-metal screech of the struggling carriage, and inaudible howls of the earth elementals. As the carriage burst free, she ruthlessly squashed the attacking earth elementals. She didn’t like to do it, even though they had no intelligence or self-awareness. Still, they were innocent tools of the wizards wielding them. Severing their bonds to their masters required a precision and deftness she couldn’t muster at the moment. So she snuffed out their small, simple lives, feeling every bit the monster her father had relentlessly trained her to be.

The barrage of rocks stopped immediately, but killing off the attacking elementals did nothing about the rocks already littering the narrow road. She had to slow the carriage to a crawl, picking their way around the biggest ones when possible, easing the wobbling conveyance over them when it wasn’t.

“We could walk faster,” she muttered.

“We might have to.” Balancing against the bouncing, Cillian began packing up his books.

Alise took one mental eye off the road ahead to gaze at her darling boyfriend in sheer disbelief. “You can’t carry the books.”

He blinked at her through his glasses, glancing down at the books stacked in his arms. “They’re not mine. They belong to House Harahel. I can’t simply abandon them.”

“If we live through this, I’ll buy you new copies.” Although, it occurred to her that escaping her father meant disinheritance, so how she’d get the coin to do that was another question.

“Several of these are very old, possibly one of a kind,” he argued. “You might not be able to—”

“Cillian,” she interrupted. “You are one of a kind and impossible to replace. We’re not risking our lives to save your books.”

“You say that like it’s unreasonable,” he retorted, but with a half smile.

“I adore you.” She really did, her heart softening with the sweetness of feeling for him, even under the circumstances. But she still said that instead of telling him she loved him. “We’re not walking yet. It’s still possible that…” Something new impinged on her awareness. “Shit.”

Cillian shoved the books aside and leaned out the window, looking and also listening with his wizard senses. “That stench… I recognize it from—”

“Hunters,” she confirmed with bitter anger. They’d battled the foul creatures at House Phel, relieving the siege set by rival houses. She shouldn’t be at all surprised her father had sent hunters to fetch her back—after all, it had been clear for a while that Lord Elal employed the revolting things, and had possibly had a role in creating them—but somehow she hadn’t expected this move. Hunters went most effectively after familiars, those who could generate magic and not wield it. She and Cillian were both wizards. And, though Cillian claimed no ability with defensive or offensive magics, he should be able to easily fend off a hunter. But her father had sent them anyway, which meant this wouldn’t be easy.

This development worried her greatly. The stench Cillian referred to, a magical aura like rancid oil, an almost tangible odor, thickened palpably. Forcing herself to say calm, Alise continued to guide the carriage out of the rock field. The earth elementals had done their job, fatally slowing the carriage just enough for their pursuers to catch up. The howling of the hunters audible now in the near distance, rapidly grew louder.

And just shy of the border, too, she noted with despair, catching the glimmer of it against the sky just a few vertical lengths up the switchbacking road. Now would be a really nice time to shapeshift into flying creatures and take a shortcut out of Elal. Too bad neither of them had that ability. “Can you use your freezing spell on them?”

“Too far away,” he answered. “And you know I need a bit of calm and preparation to cast it.” Cillian had discovered the spell in one of his books and used it at the siege of House Phel to good effect—when he had a circle of peace to chant the complicated verses.

Not ideal. Worse, she perceived the hunters weren’t alone. Not a surprise, but grimly terrifying.

“I make a least two-dozen mounted soldiers,” Cillian informed her. “Can’t get an accurate count, but no less than that. Assuming the unarmed ones are wizards, there’s another five to seven of those.”

“Seven,” she replied, well able to discern the looming presence of her father’s wizard minions. None of them could take her on individually, but she very likely would be overwhelmed by seven. Especially as she’d be hampered by protecting Cillian from them. Really, all any of them had to do was incapacitate and restrain Cillian and she’d surrender.

“You should run,” Cillian said, reading her thoughts clearly.

“What? No.”

“They won’t hurt me. They’ll hold onto me, hoping to use me against you. House Harahel will ransom me. But you need to get across the border and you’ll be faster without me holding you back.”

“And if my father kills you just to hurt me?” She asked in a level tone that shocked herself. She might have exceeded her ability to cope with any of this and would soon shatter.

For a second time, Cillian blinked at her. “That would be unwise of him. The consequences—”

“Would take a while to catch up to him,” she bit out, then launched herself across the narrow aisle between them, aided by the lurching of the carriage over a particularly big rock, and threw herself into kissing him fiercely. “No more being separated,” she told him, holding his face in her hands. “Promise me that you won’t leave me alone. I fall apart without you. I lose my center. I need you to survive, Cillian.”

“I promise I won’t leave you alone,” he whispered, smoothing a hand over her short hair. “Never again.”

“That’s right. Never again.”

They held each other’s gazes, staring into each other’s eyes as if they could find a solution or salvation there. Or both. The carriage jounced to the side, shuddered, and flung them apart. For a moment, Alise feared the worst, but then found that, in a rare and welcome stroke of luck, they had emerged from the rock field. Alise poured on the speed.

They might just make it.


~ 2 ~


Cillian watched Alise concentrate, helplessly in love with this powerful woman and desperately wishing he could do more to assist. He probably should have planned the rest of their escape better, but he’d been focused on getting Alise out of House Elal and away from the controlling clutches of her father. That task had been daunting enough. If he’d thought farther down the road, to where they’d actually go, he might have talked himself out of the attempt.

Still, he hated that so much of this stage of the escape fell to Alise. Her delicate face looked drawn and pale, both from stress and the prodigious drain of magic. He’d offered her some of his magic earlier, before the worst of the pursuit kicked in, but she’d declined saying she had plenty and they might need his later. Cillian thought she could use his magic first—what was he going to do, search an archive while they were being chased?—and save her reservoirs in case they were separated.

Promise me that you won’t leave me alone. I fall apart without you.

Her declaration and plea had rattled him. Alise was the strong one in the relationship, the determined and talented one. How could she possibly believe she would fall apart without him? Just that moment, she met his gaze, her wizard-black eyes intense and huge in her wan face. She smiled weakly, a closed-lipped twist of her full mouth. “What will happen first—we reach the border or they reach us?”

“I have confidence you’ll get us there,” he said, mastering the tumult of his stomach as the carriage nearly went off the narrow road into the deep defile. He truly believed she could get them over the border, but not if they plummeted to their deaths first.

“Just getting across won’t be enough,” she replied with an edge of panic. “With Elal wizards in that group, they’ll be able to cross, also. The road is still narrow on the other side and this carriage is coming apart at the seams. They’ll overtake us and we’ll have nowhere to hide or run.”

He’d forgotten that part, that the border barrier would be no obstacle to an Elal wizard minion. One had met him at the border on his way in, grudgingly admitting him to the sacrosanct lands, and only because Lady Harahel, who happened to be his grandmother, had leant her considerable weight toward obtaining passage for him. Considering that he’d used that admittance to House Elal to steal away Lord Elal’s heir and daughter, they probably regretted the decision to allow the likes of him into Elal. Too late now.

“Unless you can close the border against them, they’ll just follow right through.”

Alise gave him an arrested look. “Unless I close the border… You mean, change the barrier so they can’t get through?”

“Can you do that?” He eyed the looming switchback. “Tight turn ahead,” he noted, as calmly as possible. He was beginning to run out of calm.

With a grimace of concentration, she slowed the carriage by a tiny amount, not nearly what he’d have preferred. But then, he also didn’t want them to be captured. Or worse. Plummeting to their swiftly delivered deaths sounded good in comparison.

Except he wasn’t ready to die, especially when he’d just begun to live.

“I don’t know that it would have occurred to me if you hadn’t suggested it,” Alise continued, as if they weren’t teetering on the brink of that disastrous plunge. Where she got her iron constitution from, he didn’t know, but Alise was fearless. Of course, so was her sister, Nic. And their father…Well, he lacked all human emotion, except the lust for more and more and more.

“Maybe I can…” she mused, absently bracing a hand on the wall as the carriage leaned precipitously. “I learned a great deal about the generation of spirit-fueled veils and barrier with my—while I was at House Elal.” Memories deepened the dark shadows under her eyes. They hadn’t had time yet to talk about everything she’d endured during her imprisonment. He’d have to dig it out of her later. Her eyes sharpening, she met his gaze. “But I’ll need a little time.”

“What can I do?”

“I need a distraction.” She looked out the carriage window. They were at last rounding the final bend, on the straightaway for the barrier. Their pursuers had been fortunately also slowed by the tight switchbacks and rock-strewn road. Though still gaining, they were a few loops down. “There will be a wizard stationed at the border who will have been alerted to stop us at all costs. I need to deal with them. Then, once we’ve crossed, I’ll need a minute or two to reconfigure the barrier.”

Cillian rapidly calculated the rates of speed and the remaining distance. There was no way. “It will be close,” he told her, deciding that the truth wouldn’t help her at all. “Trust me to handle the distraction.”

She nodded, accelerating the carriage to ear-popping speed as they barreled toward the crossing. Sure enough, the border guardian stood boldly in the middle of the road, hand extended palm out as if to halt them merely with the imperious gesture. The wizard was the one who’d admitted him the day before. Probably this would not be a convivial reunion.

Her familiar, Feny, stood just behind and to the side of the wizard, one hand on her shoulder, ready to be drawn upon to provide her with a reservoir of magic. Once again, Cillian fretted that Alise hadn’t taken some of his own magic when they had the chance. Too late now.

Alise brought the carriage to a halt. “Stay here?”

He understood why she posed it as a question. He bore no illusions about his ability to defend himself—and the liability he posed for Alise in a fight. Back at Convocation Academy, in that strange, eerie battle for control in the midnight hallway outside the archives, Cillian had been used against Alise. It had been one of the worst moments of his life and he had no intention of being that kind of problem for her again, so he nodded. “Go get, ‘em, tiger.”

With a flash of a tight smile, she stepped out of the carriage. “Wizard Tyrna,” Alise called out with cold formality. “You will step aside and allow me to pass.”

“You shall not pass, Wizard Alise,” the woman declared with barely concealed fury. “Unlike you, I am loyal to Elal. You are remanded into my custody. Surrender now.”

“I don’t think so.” Alise’s wizardry gathered, a cloud of rose-scented red wine, redolent of summer heat. Cillian had in part fallen in love with the scent of Alise’s magic before anything else. Certainly before they’d ever spoken. “Stand down.”

“I will die to obey my Lord Elal!”

“I don’t want to kill you, Tyrna, but I will,” Alise replied implacably.

“You can try,” the wizard sneered. “I knew you… when you soiled… your nappies and… and…” The woman’s broken speech devolved into strangled gasping.

Curious, Cillian angled himself to see. Tyrna clutched at her throat while her face turned distinctly blue, shading into violet. His wizard senses revealed the air elementals enveloping the woman’s head, gleefully bobbing as they took all her breath. Feny, valiantly keeping physical contact with his wizard, sinking to the paved road with her, quivered in fear as he gazed up at Alise.

“Please,” he said. “Don’t kill her.”

Cillian held his breath. He knew Alise possessed the ruthlessness to do it. Certainly she had good reason and no one in the Convocation would blame her, much less hold her criminally responsible. Disgraced or not, Alise outranked Tyrna. Any actions she took against a House Elal minion would be considered private business. Her father might take exception, but only Lord Elal outranked Alise at this point. A reprimand or punishment, if he even bothered for a border-minion like Tyrna, would be between Alise and her father. No one in the Convocation begrudged wizards exercising their power. Unfortunately.

Though only seconds ticked by, the moment seemed as airless as the bubble around Tyrna’s head. Alise dispersed the suffocating elementals with barely a flick of her finger. She didn’t even need to do that much, but Cillian knew she’d done it so Feny could see and be reassured. “Merely unconscious.”

Feny collapsed sobbing over his mistress’s prostrate form. The carriage lurched unevenly into motion, hurtling across the border as Alise calmly walked to catch up. Belatedly, Cillian remembered he was meant to be coming up with a distraction, not watching the goings on with avid curiosity. Still, he breathed a sigh of relief that Alise had found a non-lethal solution. Within the hard shell she’d built over the years to protect herself from a childhood of neglect and outright abuse, somehow a tender heart had survived—and the Alise he knew and loved might not survive if she lost her ability to feel compassion.

With her back to the carriage, Alise faced the border from the other side. Transparent to the naked eye, though Cillian saw it easily enough with his wizard senses, the magical barrier stretched high into the sky. Only Elal wizards knew how high it went, though some scholars speculated it formed a full dome over the entirety of Elal lands. And, according to the books Cillian had studied, it also reached well below soil level. No tunneling under or diving from above.

Beyond the barrier, stretched the road, beautifully paved and embedded with fire elementals to keep it free of winter ice. It disappeared where it dipped into that first hairpin curve. Cillian kept an eye on that horizon, the sounds of the baying hunters and onrushing carriages not in the least muffled by the barrier. Permeable to air, animals, and weather, the enchantment worked only to limit the passage of humans.

For the first time, Cillian wondered if the hunters counted as animals. If so, he and Alise might be in even more serious trouble. But that was a problem for the future. True, a future about three minutes away, but nevertheless…

Alise’s magic swirled in the air, so thick he almost imagined he could see the crimson petals of roses and red-wine currents. Alise perceived magic that way, as colors, an unusual synesthesia. Most magic-sensitives registered magic—not something human senses had evolved to detect—as a smell or feeling.

…and he was falling into his bad habit of thinking about scholarly topics when under stress instead of coming up with a distraction. Although, maybe he’d get lucky and Alise would finagle the barrier before he needed to—

The hunting party rose into view, like a full blood-moon popping over the horizon with malevolent intent. Hunters led the front, a vee-shaped phalanx of the human-sized creatures that looked like a cross between a jackal and a weasel. Dark-furred, with long muzzles full of more teeth than any natural creature would have, they loped in a sinuous undulation that made Cillian feel motion sick—a sensation exacerbated by the nauseating smell of their magic, like rotten meat stewed in rancid oil.

A second vee of elemental-powered carriages followed them. Open to the sky, light and maneuverable for battle, these carriages held one person only. In each, a wizard stood, hair streaming and cloaks flapping as they goaded their air elementals to propel them ever faster. Even from a distance, their snarling anger visibly contorted their faces.

Completing the picture of relentless vengeance, a cohort of spirits swirled through the sky above them. From tiny, almost invisible elementals to fully shaped monsters composed of air and mist—but fully capable of delivering physical injury, Cillian knew from experience—they boiled like a storm in the wake of the rapidly approaching entourage.

It would take them less than a minute to close the distance on the straightaway.

Feny leapt to his feet, waving his arms. “Stop them,” he cried, pointing. “Murderers!”

“Ungrateful wretch,” Alise snarled, and he could hardly blame her. “I need another minute or two, Cillian.” She tossed the words over her shoulder, no hint of concern, utterly trusting that he already had it handled.

So handle it. But what could he do? The freezing spell would take too long to cast. His library magic worked to index books, to search for information within a text, to preserve and archive materials using folded space, and… Hmm.

He’d never tried anything like this before, but then, since meeting Alise, Cillian had attempted any number of inventive and taxing uses of library magic. He was grateful, however, that he did retain a full reservoir of magic.

“Cillian?” Alise’s voice rose in a note of question.

“Distraction happening now,” he answered, hoping his voice carried all the confidence he certainly needed but didn’t feel. With no time to dither further, Cillian began folding the ground under the feet of the attackers. The pavement resisted his library magic, not being books at all. He felt as if he tried to roll out dough with a hammer and chisel. But it worked, kind of, barely—and enough for a distraction. The hunters stumbled, losing momentum as their taloned paws grappled at the suddenly unstable surface of the road.

Going too fast to adjust, the elemental-powered carriages barreled into the flailing hunters, plowing over them with howls and snarls of pained fury. Cillian didn’t feel too bad for the hunters—they were essentially immortal and would recover. And they had no mercy in their hearts for any living creature. The carriages were slowed somewhat by the impedance, and by the undulating surface of the road. The elementals and wizards compensated, of course, but the distraction served its purpose.

“I think I did it,” Alise said without turning around. Her magic smoothed out, flowing over the barrier. Cillian, unable to sustain the awkward pavement folding much longer, let it go. The hunters boiled around, yelping. One wizard from the side managed to navigate around the snarl, their carriage hurtling toward the barrier while they yelled inaudible threats. Feny threw himself over the still unconscious body of his wizard, covering his head with his hands. For a long, breathless moment, Cillian thought the onrushing carriage would run right over the fallen pair. Alise raised her hands, as if she could steer them.

She probably realized at the same moment he did—or maybe she’d already thought of it—that she could change that disastrous trajectory. The carriage suddenly veered to the side, crashing into the sheer rock wall of the cliff. The wizard inside flew out and hit the cliff with a thud, Alise physically flinching at the impact. By then another carriage had broken free of the melee and shot towards them, this time screeching to a halt before the pile of wizard and familiar. That wizard jumped out and skirted their fellows—ignoring the beseeching Feny had extended to them—and ran at the barrier.

And crashed into it.

Sound still didn’t penetrate, but their raging expression said everything. Spirits flew at the barrier, also unable to cross.

“Got it!” Alise declared with a fist pumping in the air. She turned and flashed him a radiant grin. “Distracting very well done, librarian.”

“Well done to you,” he returned with heartfelt relief.

She ran to him and he folded her in his arms. He stood in that moment, savoring the enormity of this one thing. He would never again take for granted the sheer, simple pleasure of having her with him, having her trust, the way she melted against him, her almost delicate body like a precious bird he enfolded with utmost care.

He kept one eye open over her shoulder, though, at the enraged wizard, now joined by several others. Feeling his attention, Alise turned, her small frame riddled with tension. “Even the spirits can’t get through,” she whispered in some awe. “I may have overdone it.”

“Did you change the entire barrier?”

She gave him a wide-eyed look. “No, just this section. They’ll find a way through sooner or later. And someone—definitely my father—will be able to change it back.”

“Let’s be on our way then.”

In accord, they hastened to the considerably battered carriage, which hadn’t looked all that prepossessing when he’d gotten it out of storage at House Harahel. One wheel in particular looked precariously attached. Too bad there wasn’t any snow on the road now or he could have switched it to sleigh mode. Not that they had time. He looked back. Definitely no time.

Alise climbed into the carriage, speaking happily about her achievement and ways to apply that. “I should have thought of it sooner, to take over their elementals and stop them from continuing. I have to learn to think faster on my feet. Though that wouldn’t have stopped the hunters.”

“Do you think you can control the hunters at all?” he asked, hurrying her in and following close after. He goosed the elemental with his own magic, sending them into motion, surprising Alise as she was still settling.

She frowned for both. “I was about to do that. And no, I doubt I could. I don’t really have any Ariel magic.”

“I was afraid of that,” he said grimly.

Following his thought finally, she leaned out the carriage window and gasped, seeing what he had. The hunters had come through the barrier and were closing on them.


~ 3 ~


Nic paced around the library at House Phel, soothing herself with the movement as much as infant Bria in her arms. Sated from nursing, Bria had quieted into sleep—but would almost certainly awaken if Nic stopped. The baby liked whoever held her to be in constant motion. Fortunately, Bria didn’t lack for people to patiently walk her about. As her mother, though, Nic liked to keep that privilege largely to herself. There was something about holding close the warm and cozy bundle of infant that soothed her.

Dark arts knew she could take all the soothing she could get.

“I don’t like this,” she said, for probably the hundredth time. Maybe the thousandth.

Her husband and wizard, Lord Gabriel Phel, sat behind his desk, elbows propped and fingers steepled under his chin, watching her pace back and forth. His silver-white hair flowed to his shoulders, framed his golden-skinned, broad-cheekboned face. The single black-as-night streak at his left temple echoed his wizard-black eyes. He’d gotten up with her when Bria wailed awake, hungry and lonely, and accompanied her to the library, thinking to get a start on the day’s business in the early morning hours. The Ratsiel courier awaiting them to report absolutely nothing on Alise—against all probability, and yet again—had felt like the worst possible news.

Most people, looking at him, would have thought he was calm, even contemplative, but she knew her wizard well. He was bristling as much as she was, but internally. His silvery moon magic practically sparkled in the overcast morning, like pointed dust motes. However, instead of drifting about aimlessly, these little stars hung in one place and rotated idly, as if awaiting a target. Gabriel had come a long way in mastering his magic. Yes, the moon magic tended to solidify into silver when he was agitated, but he could keep the precipitates of that wizardry contained and more or less still—as opposed to raining on surfaces or flinging themselves at whoever had awakened his ire. Likewise, his water magic still drew storms—hence the rumbling overcast outside—but he could restrain the torrential downpours of the past.

Nevertheless, Nic kept an eye on him and his temper. As Gabriel’s familiar, she took her job to keep her wizard on an even keel seriously. As his wife, lover, mother of his child, and partner in leading House Phel, she also knew to rein in her own impatience, lest her agitation goad him into impetuous actions. All the same, she couldn’t help herself.

“There’s no reason I can’t go to House Elal,” he pointed out implacably, also not for the first time.

“We’ve been over and over all the reasons you can’t,” she argued, well aware they were going in circles, and had been for weeks, but unable to pull herself out of the hopeless cycle. She’d squandered money they couldn’t afford trying to get information on Alise’s status in House Elal, to no avail. “There is no way in all the land that I’m letting you beard my father in his den without me there to act as your familiar. I don’t care how powerful you are. He’d have access to the power stored in the House Elal arcanium, plus I heard he bonded a new familiar.”

She swallowed down the bitter grief over that, with his previous familiar, her mother, not long in the grave. Even worse, rumor had it that the new familiar was a younger classmate of Alise’s, too. Nic hadn’t been able to get more solid information than that. What she wouldn’t give to be a wizard and be able to send her own spirits to spy on House Elal. “You would have no back-up, no resources. You would be alone.” Maybe it was being a new mother, but emotions hit her at unexpected times. The prospect of Gabriel facing her father alone nearly had her in tears.

“Nic,” Gabriel said, “there is no way in all the land that we’re leaving Bria here without either of her parents, and,” he added more loudly, holding up a hand to stop her next words, “we’re both agreed that there is no way in all the land that we’re taking Bria inside the borders of Elal.”

“Not so loud. You’ll wake the baby.” Her lips twitched, though, at his deliberate echoing of her words. He always seemed to know when she needed to be shaken out of her doldrums.

He snorted. “That child takes after her mother. House Phel could burn down around her and she wouldn’t even crack an eyelid.” An affectionate smile broke through the oppressive storm of his expression. “She’s so happy, safe, and secure in your arms.”

Nic looked down at her sleeping daughter, overwhelmed with love and protectiveness. The brush of black lashes against her soft cheeks, the subtle violet of her eyelids, the perfect sweet bow of her mouth. Nic had to stop herself from showering that precious face with kisses, which—despite Gabriel’s claims—would indeed wake the infant. She settled for inhaling Bria’s scent, the powdery fragrance of baby mixed with the deep wine and roses flavor of the Elal magic she’d been born with.

“I want Bria to stay happy, safe, and secure. You know that. But I’m worried about Alise. Why hasn’t she answered any of my letters? Why is there no information?”

“Undoubtedly because your father is intercepting the letters and any attempts to gather information,” Gabriel replied patiently, having said this more than once, also.

“Or she’s choosing not to reply,” Nic replied darkly. She paced over to the gloomy windows. “She could be angry with me. I let her sacrifice herself to save Bria. My own sister and I gleefully let her submit herself to our father’s abuse. Dark arts only know what she’s suffering there.”

“You were hardly gleeful about it, Nic,” Gabriel replied with some exasperation. The silver motes grew longer spines and began rotating faster. Outside, a steady drizzle commenced. “None of us were happy about that solution, but Alise saw—and forced us to recognize—that her going with Piers was our best option.”

“It was hardly a good option,” she retorted, too strongly, because Bria stirred.

“I said it was our best option,” he answered evenly. “Even, arguably, our only option at the time,” he added in a lower voice, having also noted Bria’s restlessness.

The baby had been awake most of the night, which meant both of them had been too. Neither of them was at their best. Once Bria had at last fallen asleep, they’d snatched a couple of hours of sleep before she jerked them awake again with her strident demands. Then, not only had the last spy she’d paid to infiltrate Elal sent word of utter failure, the row of Ratsiel couriers waiting for them with messages had none from Alise, House Elal, House Harahel, Cillian, Han, or Iliana. Surely out of all those people and entities someone could reply to her messages. Even Lady Harahel, who’d sent an actual person to deliver her request that Han and Iliana travel to House Harahel to assist Cillian with a project regarding archives relevant to House Phel interests, hadn’t replied to Nic’s human-carried requests for updates.

“Well,” she said, making a heroic attempt to be conciliatory, “let’s not reiterate that particular debate. What can we do besides one of those three things? Because I can’t take sitting here on my thumbs any longer.”

“You’re spending every waking moment caring for a newborn and grabbing insufficient sleep in between. You’ve hardly been sitting on your thumbs. Nor,” he added pointedly, when she glared at him, “has anyone else at House Phel. We’ve been over the legalities. The deal was fairly struck. Our only legal recourse lies in that we pre-paid Alise’s tuition, room, and board at Convocation Academy and your father’s, ah, interruption of her education means we have something of a lever. But if Provost Uriel won’t intervene with House Elal, we’re dead in the water there.”

“I know all of that,” Nic flung at him in frustration.

“You seemed like you needed reminding.”

“Ha ha. Well, I don’t. We have no legal recourse to rescue Alise, only illegal ones.”

“And yet,” he commented, wizard-black eyes tracking her restless pacing, “you dismiss the illegal options.”

She rolled her eyes at him. “We’ve only just gotten House Phel on a reasonably firm financial footing. Our enemies are at least leaving us alone, for the first time in nearly a year. We might actually meet the metrics to be firmly reinstated as a high house, and being off the probationary period would give us far more negotiating power in the Convocation. We can’t risk any of that by engaging in illegal activities or heating up the current cold war into an actively raging one.”

“As we’ve discussed many times already.”

“You seemed like you needed reminding,” she shot at him.

With a sigh that was half laugh, half exasperated exhalation, Gabriel flattened his palms on the desk and rose to his considerable height. Nic never ceased to be a little surprised by Gabriel’s size, the breadth of his shoulders, the warrior’s musculature so unusual in the wizard set. But then, Gabriel had never been the typical wizard in any way, from his unconventional upbringing to his lack of Convocation education to his stubborn refusal to capitulate to social conventions. He came to her and she experienced that intimate thrill, his wizard’s magic and sexuality so heady they made her dizzy. The wizard–familiar bond between them hummed with the intensity of their connection, amplified by love, a meeting of minds, hearts, and bodies that transcended anything she’d thought possible for her to have.

“My love,” he said, setting his big hands on her shoulders, only compassion and no exasperation in him now. The simple words held a world of meaning. With Bria sleeping peacefully between them, sheltered in the circle of his loose embrace, Nic felt herself settle. The three of them together in this quiet early morning, the manse not yet awake, rain pattering outside… It seemed possible that all could be right with the world. “Let’s try solving this conundrum via a new path,” he suggested. “We all agreed to wait. We’ve been waiting—”

“For weeks!” she interjected. “Soon it will be two months.”

“Right. For a long time, but we never defined what we were waiting for.”

She supposed that was true. “I guess for things to settle down.” Like Bria, she thought, looking again at her adorable healthy daughter.

“Yes, for Bria to get a bit older. For you to heal from childbirth.”

“For someone to contact us,” she pointed out. “To find out something, anything.”

“Which is what set you off this morning. That we haven’t heard anything from any of them.”

“Yes! I thought that Han and Iliana would at least have sent word. If we could find out what’s so blasted important in those hidden archives from House Phel, we’d have negotiating power with the Convocation. But House Harahel isn’t—”

“I know, I know.” He breathed a quiet laugh and squeezed her shoulders. “House Harahel isn’t communicating. How about this? We agree that going to House Elal is a bad idea for anyone at all.” He paused meaningfully. “Don’t we?”

She nodded reluctantly. He knew her well enough to suspect that she’d been in part scheming about a way to sneak off to Elal and speak to her father personally, perhaps visit with Alise to assess her sister’s wellbeing for herself. It pained her to think of leaving Bria, but the baby was old enough now to not need her mother every moment—and Bria had a veritable entourage of people wanting to cuddle, carry, and feed her. Nic had even worked out a kind of a plan for traveling to Elal.

Only knowing how panicked Gabriel would be to discover her gone had stopped her. Well, that, and that it wasn’t a watertight plan. Watching her now with his keen black gaze, Gabriel dipped his chin knowingly. “I understand how very difficult it’s been for you to wait all this time. I want you to know I appreciate it. That you’ve held back for so long shows me that you love me more than any words could.”

She swallowed back the sudden tears. “I do love you.”

“I know. And I love you.” He flexed his fingers on her shoulders. “And because I do, I say let’s go to House Harahel.”

“Really?” Her heart lifted with such incredulous hope that she realized just how heavily inaction had weighed on her spirits. She was not a person who was accustomed to letting others take action; Nic had always wanted to grab a situation with her own two hands and wrench it into the direction she wanted. Arguably, she’d gotten herself into trouble that way—what with trying to escape her arranged marriage, an unwanted pregnancy, and the future designed for her by the Convocation—but ultimately it had all worked out. And look at her now, with a loving husband and wizard, a very much wanted child, and more control over her fate and future than she could have imagined.

“It’s about time we paid a social call on some high houses in the neighborhood.”

She arched her brows. “House Harahel is hardly in the neighborhood, and they are definitely not in the social whirl. No one pays them courtesy visits.”

He smiled innocently. “Too bad I’m such a Phel outcast that I don’t know these things.”

Laughing, she shifted Bria and extracted a hand to lay on his chest, right over his heart. “I appreciate this. I really do. This—you, Bria, and me—matter so much, but Alise is important to me, too. I’m more than a wife and mother.”

“More than my familiar?” he teased with an arch look.

She flushed at the reminder of some of their early arguments. “More than that, too.”

“You’re also your own person, Nic,” he said firmly. “I’m well aware that you need to be part of what Alise, Cillian, and the others have been working on.”

“Yes. I can’t know that I could be doing something and am… not.”

“It matters to me, too. Not just for House Phel’s future, but for the Convocation. You once said I was the sort to knock myself brainless against the wall of their detestable social norms. I’m on board for a way to tear down that wall while keeping my skull intact.”
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