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Author’s Note

I hope you enjoy my collection of reimagined fairy tales and are able to figure out which fairy tale each story is based on. Some are easy to spot like Cinder-Elle and The Tower and The Beast. Others may surprise you. Most importantly, have fun reading!

My parents introduced me to fairy tales as a child, and I've always dreamed of putting my own spin on a few of my favorites. I’d love to hear feedback on what you think.

You can reach me at: Facebook: www.facebook.com/MellEightFiction, Twitter: @MellEight or visit my website at: www.melleightfiction.weebly.com


The Tower


Chapter One

“And now, Prince Haines will pick the person who will be honored with the Rapunzel Posting!” General Darien called out loudly, his parade voice easily carrying over the noise of a few hundred men and women enjoying the annual feast. The room immediately quieted. Every year the officers and select few enlisted who were receiving an honor came together for a thank-you and award ceremony, but only every seven years was the Rapunzel Posting awarded.

Ishiah watched as Prince Haines stood from his place on the dais, where all the highest officers had been seated for the ceremony, and walked around the table until he was standing in front of the plinth holding a golden bowl. The bowl was easily deep enough for a baby to bathe, solid gold, and encrusted on the outside with gemstones, and it matched Prince Haines’s outer appearance perfectly. Haines had golden-colored hair he kept pulled back from his face with a ruby-colored ribbon. His hand, as he lifted it above the bowl and hesitated there as if to drum up more drama, had a gemstone ring on every finger.

Those in the room held their collective breath as Haines dipped his fingers into the golden bowl. For the last seven days, the plinth and bowl had been standing in the entrance to the officers’ mess hall where any officer interested in the Rapunzel Posting could drop a slip of paper into it with their name on it. Ishiah had walked around that bowl before and after every meal for seven days straight. He hadn’t put his name in, but he hadn’t needed to. He was just as capable of reading the winds of his political fate as anyone else in the kingdom.

It was with no surprise to Ishiah that Haines pulled out a piece of paper and read out: “First Lieutenant Ishiah Fitzsimons!”

The room didn’t erupt into cheers as it would have for someone who actually wanted the post. Even the lowest enlisted man or woman in the room knew who Ishiah was. Fitz, meaning bastard child of royalty, and Simons, meaning the child of King Simon. Born to a mistress not even two months after Haines’s own birth, Ishiah was a constant reminder of the king’s infidelity to the political animals in the kingdom. He was also a second potential heir to the throne. With Prince Haines trying to solidify his status now that his wife was pregnant, Ishiah knew it was inevitable that he would be shuffled off somewhere. It was only a coincidence that the Rapunzel Posting had come due this year, and the convenience of it must have made changing all the slips of paper in the bowl to carry his name instead of the rightful candidates a worthy endeavor.

Ishiah stood from his seat at the back of the room and walked through the whispers and the tables toward the stairs that led up to the dais. He looked almost nothing like Prince Haines. Where Haines was golden, Ishiah was dark. His hair was black and was shaved tightly to his head on the sides according to military regulations, but he had allowed the wide strip on the top of his head to grow extremely long in the style of the eastern barbarians. The military allowed the enlisted barbarians to keep their ceremonial hairstyles or risk a potential uprising of the eastern territories, and many non-barbarian soldiers had chosen to copy them. Ishiah had originally done it to prove to the court that he was no prince—a prince wouldn’t dare emulate the barbarians—and had ended up liking the hairstyle enough to keep it. Tonight, his long hair was thickly plaited and the tail of the braid rested between his shoulder blades. His skin was tanned like his mother’s had been, the color of wet sand along the southern coast where his mother had been from before meeting King Simon. Only his eyes, gray shot through with blue streaks and wide in his face, proved his heritage. He shared his eyes with King Simon and Prince Haines.

Gray met gray as Ishiah climbed the stairs onto the dais and bowed to Prince Haines.

“Rise, soldier, and be honored,” Haines said loudly enough to be heard over the soft whispers of the gossipers that had begun to fill the room. “First Lieutenant Ishiah Fitzsimons, you have been honored with the posting in Rap Tower in the Zel Mountains. You hold this prestigious duty to guard our lands from the western invaders. For seven years, seven months, and seven days, you will be watching for any sign of the returning hoard, and you will be studying. The tower has been provisioned with every textbook needed so when your posting ends you will be prepared to take on the mantle of colonel and lead this army to victory!”

He paused and it took Ishiah a moment to realize Haines was waiting for a response.

“I am honored to be chosen,” Ishiah replied because that was the only thing he could say. “I will execute my duty faithfully and with diligence.” He bowed again.

“Then come, join me for a toast and some dessert.” Prince Haines gestured to the seat at the table that had remained ceremonially empty throughout the banquet. Ishiah walked over to it and stood behind the chair until Haines had retaken his seat. Ishiah sat and servants immediately entered the room bearing dessert trays.

“Congratulations, Lieutenant,” General Darien said from Prince Haines’s other side once the chatter around the room had risen enough that it would be difficult to hear what was being said on the dais. General Dairen was smiling at Ishiah, but there was a hard glint in his eye indicating he was aware of the political maneuvering that had gotten Ishiah the posting.

“Thank you, General,” Ishiah replied.

They fell silent as plates of cake and glasses of champagne were placed in front of them. Prince Haines lifted his glass first.

“To Lieutenant Ishiah, who I know will be the most successful officer to come out of the Rapunzel Posting.”

Those who could hear Haines also lifted their glasses in a toast. Ishiah took a long sip of the champagne, hoping to let the resentment he could feel bubbling up in his chest pop along with the bubbles in his drink. The dais was silent after that as they all applied themselves to their cake. Only once everyone else was distracted by other conversations did Haines fully turn toward Ishiah.

“I am sorry, Ish. I know this isn’t what you would have chosen,” Haines began, his voice soft so they wouldn’t be overheard.

“Of course it’s not, Hay,” Ishiah replied, his voice tight with the anger he was trying to keep suppressed.

Haines shook his head firmly as if he needed to brush away Ishiah’s feelings in order to finish what he had to say. “There were whispers at court. The malcontents unhappy with some of the policies Father and I have been implementing were talking about replacing us with you.”

“Hay, those whispers started the day father announced to the court that I was his child,” Ishiah replied, his anger making his words more of a growl than actual syllables. “Just admit that you’re scared and instead of coming to talk to me about a solution you hatched this scheme instead.”

“Fine!” Haines snapped, although his voice still managed to remain quiet. “Of course I’m scared. Victoria is three months pregnant and extremely vulnerable. I want my child to have a chance to be born, not murdered in the womb by some idiot who wants to put you on the throne instead of me. I only had a few options, Ish, to remove you as a threat. I could have killed you, of course, but that wasn’t an option I was willing to consider. Father suggested making you an ambassador to one of our trading partners across the ocean, but I know you would have hated that. Think about it, Ish. Seven years and you’ll come out of it a full colonel with a big enough salary and enough prestige you can settle down comfortably anywhere in the country. When General Darien suggested you as a good candidate for the posting, Father and I agreed.”

After seven years of being out of the spotlight of the court, Ishiah would be all but forgotten by the malcontents. Haines would have cemented himself as the heir and his child as next in line. And, if Ishiah chose to live somewhere far away from the capital after the posting was over, his status as bastard son of the king would be all but forgotten.

And all of it had been neatly thrust on him in a way that left zero room for his refusal.

It took a moment for Ishiah to bury his anger again. Raising a fist toward Prince Haines would get him put in jail, which would be even worse than being put in the tower for seven years.

“You still should have talked to me about it first,” Ishiah said once he was certain his voice could remain soft enough to keep their conversation private. “Instead of springing it on me like this. Treat me like a brother, Haines, instead of like the enemy you fear I’ll be turned into.”

“You’re right.” Haines let out a heavy sigh. “You are right,” he repeated. “Forgive me?”

Ishiah frowned at Haines for a long moment before sighing himself. “Eventually, Hay. Let me be angry for a little bit longer. I expect you’ll write me weekly and that my niece or nephew will start writing me as soon as they’re able.”

“I’ll write you, Father will write you, and I’ll make certain my child will write you. Ish, this posting is an honor, you know. We make sure not just anyone is picked for this. They have to be highly recommended by their peers and their superiors. If you hadn’t been, you’d be on a ship heading for an ambassador posting instead. Please, I know you didn’t want this, but be honored you are thought of so highly.”

“I will be, Hay. As soon as the anger and betrayal fade, I will be.” Ishiah cracked a tentative smile for Haines to show he meant it. “Besides, now you’re going to have to figure out someone else for the court gossips to focus their ire on. Who will be the next family scapegoat now that they don’t have my hair or the fact that I keep showing up to court events in my leather armor to harangue you over?”

“I’ll be certain to let you know who they pick and why,” Haines replied with his own hesitant smile.

Ishiah might be angry with him, but they were still brothers. They would get through this, and in seven years who knew what the political climate and their relationship would be like.

*

The tower came into view quickly enough. After only a day of riding out of the city heading due west, the pointed roof of the tower became visible on the horizon. For the next two days that’s all Ishiah could see of it. By day four, he could make out the edge of the large window that opened to the northwestern mountains. For seven years, seven months, and seven days, Ishiah would be looking out that window as his only view of the outer world.

Day five of riding brought them well into the Zel Mountains, and the height of the tower was briefly hidden behind the high cliffs that bordered the narrow pathway, before quickly reappearing as the winding path climbed over those cliffs.

Sometimes he felt like the tower was taunting him. For seven years it would be his home—his prison—and for his last seven days of freedom it was a constant reminder on the horizon of what his life was about to become.

Midday on the seventh day brought them to the foot of the tower, and suddenly Ishiah realized just how massive a tower it was. It was ten stories high and wide enough around the base for an entire wing of the castle to fit inside. Built of thick gray stone, it looked ominous, nestled as it was in a shallow valley just before the path continued over the highest peak in the Zel Mountain range and began to descend into Faltiken, the land of the mindless hoard.

The most evident feature of the tower was actually what it was lacking, which in this case was any form of a doorway on the ground level, or even any level higher up the tower. The only entrance was that one window.

“Rapunzel, Rapunzel, let down your hair!” one of the guards called mockingly toward the top of the tower.

“Blow it out your ear!” a woman’s voice responded angrily seconds before a long, braided rope of what did indeed look like hair came tumbling down from the top of the tower.

There was quiet for a long moment before the first guard who had spoken turned toward Ishiah. “Lieutenant, it’s time to climb.”

Ishiah’s stomach clenched, but he swung off his horse and approached the rope despite the trepidation curling in his gut. His first impression was correct; the rope was made of some sort of hair, most likely horse, and it was easy enough to pull himself up the rope.

Ten stories had never looked so high before as he dangled from the rope, pulling himself up hand over hand with his legs wrapped around to keep him from slipping. He suddenly felt a tug on the rope and glanced up to see a woman hanging out of the tower window high above, pulling the rope as he climbed.

Ishiah’s arms and stomach burned before he even reached halfway, and he didn’t want to admit that the woman overhead probably did double the amount of work he did in getting him up the tower. He was a sweaty, exhausted mess by the time the woman hauled him over the windowsill and into the tower. He collapsed to the floor, panting desperately for breath. His heart was pounding in his chest and his arms shaking.

“It hits everyone like that,” the woman said gently. She was standing over him, still looking out the window. He glanced up and saw she had tossed the rope back outside. “I know you’re tired, but you need to listen to me closely because I’m getting out of here as fast as I damn well can.”

He nodded to show he understood and, with a groan, got himself sitting upright so he could look at her.

“This rope is your only lifeline to the outside world. It breaks, the only way you’re getting supplies or getting out of here is by climbing down the side itself. Check it every day for mold and for tears. Supplies and instructions on how to weave more hair into the rope to fix it are through that door over there.” She pointed to a closed wooden door off to the right of the room, then glanced back out the tower before she started hauling up the rope again. “Supplies come every other week. They’ll load up a basket and wait for you to bring it up.” She didn’t sound winded in the least as she pulled at what was no doubt a heavy weight. Ishiah was still panting. “You send your trash and any messages or supply requests back down in the basket.” She tied the rope over a hook driven into the side of the window and bent outside to grab the handle of the largest basket Ishiah had ever seen. Actually, it was probably in proportion to the massive size of the tower, now that he thought about it.

She tipped the basket over, and Ishiah’s belongings tumbled onto the floor in front of him.

“Bedroom’s out here,” she explained, and Ishiah finally looked around him to take in his new home.

The bed was pushed against the wall directly across from the window, and it was high enough that Ishiah would probably be able to see out the window without needing to get up. Along the left wall was a wide couch with a low table just in front of it. Along the right wall was a high table with two chairs, which was a little odd considering there was only one occupant of the tower at a time. Interspersed along those two walls were a number of closed wooden doors.

“Behind the kitchen table is the kitchen. There’s a pantry in there with a cold box. Keep it clean or you’ll get bugs. Or birds. They’ll fly right in the window if there’s something to attract them. The library is the door next to the couch. Trust me, you’ll read every book in there many, many times, if only to stave off boredom.”

While she was explaining, she was stuffing her own belongings into the basket. Once all of her bundles were inside, she carried the basket back to the window and heaved it out. It took a moment to unhook the rope, and she started lowering the basket down to the ground.

“Door right next to the bed leads to the bathroom. There’s running water. Don’t ask me how, because I have no idea. Damned tower is older than our great-great-grandparents, at least, and it’s had running water longer than the barracks at the castle.” The Rapunzel Posting had only been in use for the last two centuries, but the tower predated that by an unknown number of years.

Two centuries ago, the mindless hoard of Faltiken had invaded Monrath. Although the history books were always reluctant to admit it, Monrath had been losing the war by a considerable margin. Then Private Gabby had gotten separated from her patrol and chanced on the tower. Somehow, she had climbed all ten stories without a rope and had seen that the mindless hoard wasn’t so mindless. It had split in two, looking to catch the remaining Monrath soldiers in a pincer. Gabby had climbed back down the tower, found her patrol, and reported what she had seen. Monrath had won, and Private Gabby had ended up marrying into the royal family.

Twenty-one years later, Faltiken invaded again, and again Princess Gabby had climbed the tower. From the awesome height of the tower, she had seen every move Faltiken tried to make, and her pigeons had flown with messages for seven straight weeks. This time, Monrath beat Faltiken so badly there was little left of the mindless hoard, but Monrath wasn’t willing to allow Faltiken the opportunity to amass again.

The history of the tower was researched, and in an old, dusty tome about the lost arts of magic it was discovered that Wizard Rap had owned the tower an unknown number of years before magic was lost to the world, and when magic was lost, Wizard Rap had vanished. Wizard Rap’s tower in the Zel Mountains—Rap on Zel, as it had quickly come to be called—was chosen as the ideal location to keep watch on the Faltiken heartland, and the Rapunzel Posting was created.

Ishiah finally levered himself to his feet, shaking his arms out as he went. The view out the window was exactly as the stories indicated. He could see right over the last peak of the Zel Mountains, directly down into the wide valley below. All he could see was green grass. There were a few sparse trees, but aside from them there wasn’t anything to impede his view should the mindless hoard suddenly decide to form ranks below.

The woman finally let go of the rope and turned toward him again. “The door on the other side of the couch leads to a training room. There’s a seven-year training regimen in there for you. Make sure you do the arm exercises every day, or you won’t be able to pull the rope up properly when your supplies come. Your only job while you’re here is to train and to check out the window regularly. You see something out there, you light the fire.” This time she pointed out the window toward the mountain peak on the Monrath side of the tower where a tall bonfire had been laid. Then she nudged a set of bow and arrows hidden in her shadow next to the window. “The patrol that comes with supplies every other week is tasked with checking on the wood. There’s a shelter there to keep rain and snow off. You see something, you light the fire, and the entire Monrath Army will be here in seven days.” The seriousness of that action wasn’t lost on Ishiah. “Any questions?”

Ishiah shook his head wordlessly, unable to think of anything to ask. He couldn’t help wishing he were on a ship, heading somewhere far away to be an ambassador across the ocean. As much as he would have detested every moment of it, surely it would have been better than this.

“Do your best not to go stir-crazy. Good luck, soldier.” She nodded to him, then swung out the window and began climbing down the rope with a speed that spoke of a level of desperation Ishiah was just beginning to understand. He leaned out the window to watch her go, and when she reached the ground, she mounted the horse Ishiah had recently left. The patrol waved to him, before turning and heading back down the mountain.

“What do I do now?” Ishiah asked the empty room. When no one responded, he sighed and went to start putting away his belongings for what was already proving to be the most arduous task his life as a soldier had ever brought him.


Chapter Two

Ishiah lay on his back in the middle of the floor, his body resting in the sunlight pouring in from the open window as he panted for breath.

“Okay, maybe the last ten sit-ups were too many,” he said aloud to himself, glad for the noise as it made him feel less like he had been completely alone for the last seven months. “Or the last twenty,” he added when the idea of moving turned out to be one his body wasn’t the least bit interested in.

“Rapunzel, Rapunzel, let down your hair!”

“I am going to slug that idiot the second I get down there,” Ishiah grumbled.

He took a deep breath to brace himself and then, using his arms more than his stomach, got himself sitting upright. It took another second to get his feet under him, and then he had to bend to gather the long rope and toss it out the window. Ishiah let out a pained groan as his overworked muscles protested the movement. He stuck his head out afterward, desperate to see another face and hear another voice even for the ten minutes the patrol would be nearby.

“Any news from the crown?” Ishiah called down, loud enough to be heard all the way from the ground.

“Yes!” the same guard called back, “but His Highness ordered us not to tell you. He wanted to tell you himself in his letter!”

“Anything you can tell me that doesn’t have to do with Prince Haines’s news?” Ishiah yelled back.

“No. Everything’s been quiet since you left.” Which was, admittedly, the point of him leaving, so Ishiah was glad at least that had worked. “And everything newsworthy is in His Highness’s letter.”

The guards on the ground stepped back from the rope, so Ishiah let out a sigh and started heaving it up. The rope began to coil at his feet, and the big basket came into view quickly. It had definitely become easier to haul the basket up after seven months of arm exercises and basket hauling every other week, so it wasn’t long before he was pulling the basket inside. He unloaded it without looking at what he was grabbing and rapidly refilled the basket with the things he was sending out. His bag of accumulated trash from the last two weeks went in first; the laundry he wanted professionally scrubbed rather than washed in the kitchen sink was the next bag, followed by the letters he was sending to his family and friends. After that, he squeezed in three blankets he had unearthed from the blanket chest at the foot of the bed.

It was starting to get colder at night as winter approached and the only three blankets in the tower smelled, were moth-bitten, and definitely didn’t feel thick enough for a mountain winter. He had pinned a note to the top one requesting they be washed and mended, and asking for a proper quilt. Maybe he was acting like the spoiled son of the king instead of a proper soldier, but if he had to endure seven years of this place he would do so in comfort.

Once he was sure everything he wanted to send down was in the basket, he heaved it back out the window and started lowering it to the waiting soldiers on the ground. The soldiers grabbed the basket when it reached them, and Ishiah watched as they tied it to the waiting packhorse and headed off.

He was alone again for the next two weeks.

Well, at least he had his packages to check out for the next few minutes. Ishiah found his laundry first and put the folded clothes away in the chest of drawers next to the bed, and then he started to explore everything else he had been sent. There was food—all of it items that could last the weeklong journey to the tower—and that was easy to put away in the kitchen. He also found two new books, which meant he had to find somewhere to put them in the library.

Ishiah ran a hand through his hair and let out a sigh. He gripped the end of the long strands from the top of his head and yanked, then dragged his fingers through the shorter strands on the side of his head. There was no point in keeping his particular hairstyle for the next seven years if there was no one to impress with it. After seven months the shaved parts were a good two inches long.

The library was the biggest room in the tower, which Ishiah had been surprised to learn when he first opened that door to explore. There were easily a thousand books in a room that was double the size of all the rest of the rooms in the tower combined.

Ishiah liked to read and had welcomed the sight of all the books, until he realized that every single one of them had to do with his training. Much like the exercise room only had the equipment needed for the outlined seven-year regimen, the books were exclusively geared toward turning him into the perfect soldier. Military treatise, strategy guides, and even biographies of influential military figures filled the many, many shelves. There wasn’t a single fiction book to be found.

Even the two books he had been sent were solely for his training. The larger book was a strategy guide on best methods for gaining the higher ground and the smaller a biography of Queen Gabby the Second, the original Gabby’s great-great-granddaughter, who had led the armies from the front against the barbarians, eventually conquering them and bringing them into the kingdom.

Ishiah took both books and his bundle of letters with him into the library. The books were alphabetized by author, which he had no doubt one of his predecessors had done to stave off boredom. Sometimes Ishiah had an urge to knock all the books down off the shelves just so he could spend the hours putting them back up correctly. It would fill some of the endless time he had at his fingertips.

It only took a few minutes to figure out which shelves the two books belonged on and to squeeze them both into their places. Afterward, Ishiah settled into the lone cushioned armchair tucked into a corner next to one of the lamps. He cracked open the letter with Haines’s seal on it first.

Ish, amazing news. It’s a girl!

Ishiah let out a happy hoot at the news, cheering for Haines’s good fortune. He was an uncle! Ishiah would have to write a letter to his niece for the next patrol to take to her.

We have named her Gabby, so eventually she’ll be Queen Gabby the Fourth. It’s been so long since someone has used such a prestigious name. Victoria and I thought it was time.

Ishiah frowned at that bit of news. The last two girls to be named Gabby in the family had been born during extremely difficult times for the kingdom. Gabby the Second had fought against the barbarians, and Gabby the Third had dealt with severe pirate attacks crippling the coastal trade cities. Haines naming his child Gabby wasn’t an omen Ishiah wanted to hear, especially since the issues with the malcontents were supposed to have been solved thanks to his being locked in this damned tower. Ishiah couldn’t help wondering what he was missing.

She’s the perfect little girl, but she screams like you did whenever I beat you at weapon’s practice when we were kids. She has the family’s eyes, of course, and your lungs, but I can’t help loving her even when she’s ruining my hearing. I wish you were here to hold her. I’ll make certain she learns to love her Uncle Ishy even if she won’t get the chance to meet you until she’s seven.

We miss you here. I hope you’re learning a lot. Let me know if there’s some comforts from home I can send to make the posting more comfortable for you.

Wishing you the best,

Haines, Victoria, and Gabby

Ishiah was smiling as he folded the letter. He smoothed the paper flat on his knee, then put it on the small table next to where he was sitting. It was a reading table, so was only meant to hold a few books at a time. Ishiah had found writing supplies there instead. He pulled a fresh sheet of paper from the stack and dipped a pen in ink before writing his reply.

Haines,

I am so unbelievably excited for you! Gabby sounds amazing, and her having my lungs just means she’s going to grow up to be awesome like her uncle. Give her my love and use some of my salary to buy her the softest blanket on the market. I don’t care the cost; she deserves it.

I can feel winter approaching up here in the mountains, so anything you can send that will stave off frostbite in a tower with a wide-open window would be appreciated. I was also thinking that when spring comes the gardeners could send potted plants of things that I can grow and eat throughout the summer. Fresh food instead of the travel rations would be nice.

What news and gossip is going around the court these days? Certainly people must be talking about your choosing to name your daughter Gabby. Haines, that’s not a name to choose lightly, given the women in our family with that name usually have to fight for much of their lives to ensure peace and the survival of our kingdom. I might not be able to do anything from inside this tower, but I would like to stay informed. Please fill me in on everything.

All my love to you, Victoria, and baby Gabby,

Ishiah

Ishiah folded the letter into thirds and slid it onto an envelope. He wrote Haines’s name on the front, then stood to walk back to the main room where he had left his sealing wax. Except, as he walked past the bookshelves that lined the wall, the floor squeaked.

That was impossible. Ishiah froze in place and stared down at the floor, then rocked backwards on his heel and felt the sudden give under his foot. It felt like rotten wood, but the floor under his feet was built of the same thick stones as the rest of the tower. There were rugs scattered everywhere throughout the tower, covering all the floors including the library, but the ten-by-ten-foot rug he was standing on wasn’t thick enough to bend under his feet.

Besides, Ishiah had walked over this section of floor dozens of times during his stay—he had walked over it just five minutes ago when he went to read Haines’s letter—and it had never squeaked before.

Ishiah walked back to the sitting area and dropped his letter onto the table to deal with later, then knelt at the edge of the rug to begin rolling it up. The rug was old and filthy, sending up clouds of dust as he pushed it out of the way. Ishiah coughed, then held his breath for the last few feet. Once the rug was completely rolled up, he returned to the patch of floor that didn’t feel right.

At first glance, all he could see was stone, but as he stepped onto the section that had squeaked, he could see that it was, instead, wood so old and dirty it had turned the same gray as the stone. It must be a trapdoor.

Excited because this was the first interesting thing to happen in all the months he had been locked in the tower, Ishiah looked for a latch or anything to help him pry the door up. He couldn’t see anything, not even a divot in the wood where a latch might have once been.

Maybe he was wrong, and this wasn’t a trapdoor. Maybe some of the stone had cracked and become dangerous, so it had been replaced by the wood. Still, Ishiah dug his fingernails into the edge around the wood and tried to yank it up.

“Open!” he growled at the wood, and with a loud groan the door popped up. A whoosh of stale-smelling air hit Ishiah in the face, making him cough again. Once his coughing stopped, he gripped the door and heaved it all the way open, and then stuck his head into the hole.

It was dark, but he could make out the start of a staircase just below his nose. Ishiah switched his body around so his feet went through the hole first, and he stepped down onto the top step. He found the next three steps by touch and was about to go back upstairs to find a candle when lights shimmered into existence below him, completely illuminating the stairs.

“What the…” Ishiah breathed to himself, gaping down at the stairs and the little bit of the room he could see below him. “Magic. Has to be magic.”

This had been Wizard Rap’s tower before Monrath took it over as a guard post, Ishiah reminded himself. It shouldn’t be any surprise that there was some sort of magic inside. He ought to go back upstairs, close the trapdoor, return the rug to its spot, and forget this existed. Whatever was down there could be dangerous, and it would be at least two weeks before the next patrol, and therefore help, arrived.

Ishiah looked down at the sharply spiraling staircase his feet were resting on and the little square of stone-flagged floor he could see below and couldn’t make himself leave. Going back upstairs to the same boring routine he had been following for the last seven months when there was a mystery right at his fingertips just wasn’t possible. Ishiah started walking down the stairs before that thought even finished.

Once his head was below the upstairs floor, Ishiah could see the entire room, and it was huge. Unlike the upstairs, this floor didn’t have separate rooms partitioning it. Instead it was one big room with different sections delineated by the different furniture. Ishiah was descending into what appeared to be another library equally as large as the one he had just left. There were two fluffy chairs in two different corners near shelves that from this distance Ishiah thought might actually be labeled. To the left of the library were two long wooden tables easily the size of banquet tables. They were empty, but Ishiah could see what appeared to be burn marks and gouges out of them both, so he felt safe in assuming they were work tables. Past that, Ishiah saw trunks and boxes of what looked like a storage area.

He headed to the books first since they were most likely to tell him what he was looking at. The shelf nearest the stairs was labeled “grimoires,” and Ishiah couldn’t help grinning at that.

Magic might be a lost art and the wizards of old gone, but this was a treasure trove he had every intention of exploiting.

Ishiah pulled down the grimoire labeled “beginner” and went to one of the chairs to start reading.


Chapter Three

“Rapunzel, Rapunzel, let down your hair!”

Ishiah rolled his eyes, but after two and a half years of hearing that imbecile say that same damned line every other week, in some ways Ishiah had grown to appreciate the familiarity of it.

Instead of getting up right away, Ishiah put the scrap of cloth he was using as a bookmark into the book he was reading—a treatise of warfare during the flooding of the spring rains—and closed his eyes.

“Bring the energy from the head, down to the feet, and back to the head,” Ishiah murmured to himself, breathing deeply and evenly in meditation. “Then out through the hands with intent to focus the spell.”

He held out one hand toward the waiting pile of rope and opened his eyes as his spell took shape. The rope drifted up into the air and tossed itself out the window. Ishiah grinned because he had gotten it to work.

Magic was as difficult to learn as all the books on warfare he was reading. Despite wanting to learn everything he could about magic as quickly as he could, Ishiah found himself needing to take a break all too often. The best way was to return to the books Monrath had supplied, and he read those until they started driving him crazy before returning to the magic ones. He was keeping up with all of the exercises he had been assigned, but adding the magic kept the tedium at bay.

Ishiah finally stood and headed over to the window. “Anything good for me?” he yelled down to the waiting soldiers.

“A few letters and the gardener sent a pot of potatoes for you. He said you can replant them yourself and included instructions.”

“Thanks!” Ishiah called back. “Send it all up.”

When the soldiers stepped away from the basket they had attached to the rope, Ishiah started pulling the rope back inside. He could still remember his first few times doing this and having to stop to shake his arms out. Now he wasn’t even winded when the basket reached the top. He dumped it out like usual, careful of the wide pot with green sprouts popping out of the dirt, and refilled the basket with everything he wanted to send away. It never took long for the basket to get back to the ground, and the soldiers were practiced at getting the basket untied and hooked back to the packhorse. Ishiah waved as they turned around to head back to the capital.

He took his time pulling the empty rope back up, carefully coiling the horsehair so it wouldn’t get knotted and making certain that all of it had safely survived yet another encounter with the basket. When he was sure the rope was secure, Ishiah rested his elbows on the windowsill and looked out into the spring afternoon.

The view hadn’t changed in all the time he had been locked up in the tower. The last peak of the Zel Mountains was just below him, and beyond was the grassy plains of Faltiken. There were no enemy soldiers in sight, no one amassing for an invasion, and Ishiah let out a heavy sigh. He would never wish for war, of course, but company would be nice. If Faltiken did try to invade, Ishiah had no doubt that someone would be sent up the tower with him to act as a second set of eyes when Ishiah had to sleep, and that would be someone he could talk to. Ishiah was desperately tired of talking to the walls and not getting any response.

He turned away from the view slowly, and something suddenly sparkled out of the side of his eye. Ishiah spun back around, staring out at the grassy plain, but he didn’t see anything. He looked away slowly this time, and as his head was turned sideways, he saw the strange sparkles again.

It had to be magic, but what kind he couldn’t even guess. He was barely able to lift the rope successfully every time; knowing what sort of magic might be impacting his vision and pinpointing where it was coming from wasn’t possible just yet. Still, he couldn’t help leaning farther out of the tower to see just where the sparkles originated.

Ishiah looked down just in time to see a man walk into view from the Monrath side of the tower. He circled the tower underneath the window and then suddenly vanished.

That wasn’t normal. Ishiah stared down at the spot on the tower where the man had vanished for a brief moment, before he suddenly heard footsteps coming from the magic library below him.

He wasn’t alone!

Ishiah scrambled into the training room and quickly grabbed a practice sword and dagger, before hurrying into the library where he could stand protectively over the open trapdoor.

“Who’s there?” he called down, half hoping and half dreading getting an answer.

“Who do you think?” a man’s voice replied sharply. “Not many people know how to get into Wizard Rap’s tower without having to climb up a bloody rope. In fact, that number is probably exactly one, especially since I’m going to make certain you don’t remember this encounter.”

Energy flowed from Ishiah’s head, down to his feet, and back to his head, before flowing out from the tip of his sword. A surprised yelp echoed up the stairs, and Ishiah jumped down, carefully skipping steps on the steep spiral. He found a man standing in the center of the library, his arms crossed and a frown on his face. The man’s hair was longer than Ishiah’s, reaching his butt while Ishiah’s was only just past his shoulder blades. It was also a vibrant shade of purple, which matched his wide lavender-colored eyes. He was beautiful, but despite the flower-colored hair, he also looked dangerous.

“Found my grimoires, did you?” the man asked, and while his voice was sharp, the aggressive tone from earlier was gone. “That was a fair attempt at a freezing spell. You show some promise, I admit, but you’re two hundred years too young to be battling with me.”

“How did you get in here?” Ishiah had to ask. He was still holding the sword and knife out protectively, but the excited beating of his heart had slowed. There was something dangerous about the man, yes, but after living most of his life in the army, Ishiah could tell when the aggression necessary to attack was missing.

“Please, I built this tower. Let me tell you, if you thought your little freezing spell was hard, try magicking up an entire tower from stones you magically mined from inside the Rapparees Mountains. Name’s Zelimir, by the way. Call me Zel. Who are you?”

“I’m Ishiah,” Ishiah replied. “I thought this was Wizard Rap’s tower?”

Zel grinned and this time the excited beating of Ishiah’s heart was caused by just how pretty Zel’s smile was. Ishiah’s sword was dipping toward the ground before he noticed his guard had dropped, but once he had, he leaned the sword against the banister and dropped the knife onto the bottom stair. There wasn’t any point in holding them if he wasn’t going to use them.

“It’s amazing what gets lost in five hundred years and what doesn’t. When I built this tower, the mountains were called the Rapparees because of how sharp the peaks are. Don’t ask me when someone started calling them the Zel Mountains and decided my name was Rap instead.” Zel fell silent and appeared to be studying Ishiah. Since Ishiah didn’t know what to say in reply to that—and he was kind of afraid that something idiotic and besotted would come out—he kept his mouth shut. “You’re obviously one of Gabrielle’s get. She had those eyes too, and she had just enough of a magic touch to break the protections I had on my tower to keep intruders out. You’ve got a bit more than a touch of magic in you, which is why my fraying spells finally broke on me and you got into my workroom. I knew I should have come back to renew them, but laziness, you know.”

What Ishiah was beginning to realize was that Zel couldn’t abide by silence. His words weren’t just chatter, but every time he closed his mouth on a finished thought, a moment later it was open and running again.

“And what with my accidentally knocking Gabrielle out of the tower when I came to see who had broken my protections, I was a bit embarrassed to come back. She fell on the brambles that had grown around the tower in my absence. Ended up blinding herself, among other injuries. Luckily her beloved prince found her quickly enough, and I used the magic from his tears to fix her up. I got rid of the brambles, of course, and then since I wasn’t exactly using the tower when she came back twenty or so years later, I told her as long as she didn’t destroy my tower she could use it as she liked. I’m guessing you’re the result of that?”

Zel finally paused for breath, so Ishiah quickly cut in. “I’ve been assigned here,” he explained. “On watch to ensure the Faltiken Army doesn’t invade again.”

“Oh, yeah. That was the war Gabrielle was involved with. Both times, if my memory serves. Nasty people, those Faltikens. Like to turn their wizards into slaves. I stayed out of that country for my first few hundred years until I could conceal what I am.”

This time Ishiah didn’t wait for a break, cutting in at the end of a sentence. “So, why are you here?”

“I already told you. You broke into my workroom.”

“That was almost two years ago,” Ishiah cut in before Zel could continue. The babbling was annoying, yet at the same time it was kind of endearing. That, and it had been so long since Ishiah had had any sort of conversation that he was enjoying every moment of it. Besides, the way Zel’s face animated with happy eagerness when he was talking about the past, disgust when he was talking about the Faltikens, and shined with pleasure when he spoke about magic was absolutely beautiful to watch. If Ishiah didn’t need to ask his own questions, he wouldn’t have any problem with letting Zel chatter on uninterrupted.

Zel shrugged. “I was on the other side of the world working with another wizard on a project. She needed my expertise on shielding spells, which was about the moment when my shield on my workroom broke. I felt that you were only reading the books, and her project was far too interesting to leave just because you were curious. I knew you had to have some magic to break through my degrading spells, but I never thought you’d be able to teach yourself as much as you have. I’m glad I finally got over here. You need a teacher, and you need to have enough knowledge to make a decision. You’ve already elongated your life by about thirty years with the magic you’ve been using. If you want to continue working with magic, you need to understand that with magic continuously coursing through your body, you’ll live until something kills you. That’s not a decision you can make overnight.

“There’s a reason magic became a lost art, you know.” Zel continued speaking as if his last statement hadn’t zinged through Ishiah, sending utter shock and a dozen panicked ‘oh shit’ lines running through his brain. Magic could really make a person live forever? Ishiah had to believe it, considering he was looking at the wizard that had personally built a tower far older than any human could ever hope to live, let alone how old Zel himself claimed to be. None of the grimoires he had been reading had mentioned that, but Ishiah thought that was because by the time anyone usually got to a grimoire, they had already been warned.

Thirty years wasn’t too bad. He would definitely outlive Haines, but probably not baby Gabby. If Ishiah stopped using magic right now, he wouldn’t have to endure seeing Gabby, and any of Gabby’s children and grandchildren, live and die. If Ishiah ever had any children of his own—which he hadn’t planned to, given how much political drama his own birth had caused—he would watch them die too. It was utterly horrible to think of.

But the magic felt so right, so pure. He loved working with it. Magic was hard, but so was sword work, and he diligently practiced that every day too. Stopping something he loved because of having to endure something so terrible made sense, and yet in some ways it also felt like giving up, and that was almost as bad.

“You see, when everyone knew about magic, bad people would learn it so they could subjugate others and live forever.” Zel, oblivious to Ishiah’s inner turmoil, was still talking. Ishiah latched onto his words as a convenient distraction. This wasn’t a decision to be made in an hour, not when it could affect what could be a very, very long life. “The good wizards at that time—it was a few centuries before my time, you understand, but my mentor was there and she told me all about it—well, they got together and managed to defeat the evil wizards and place a spell of forgetting on the world. It didn’t work so well in Faltiken. Magic is really weird over there. Don’t ask me why—I hate traveling over there and have no interest in figuring out that mystery. Anyway, so most of the world forgot, but every once in a while, someone like you or me stumbles back upon it and we make the decision whether to study or to return to forgetting. You need to make a decision soon, before it gets to be too late to turn back.”

“I need to think about it,” Ishiah replied in a rare moment of silence. “I can’t make a decision right now.”

Zel nodded. “That’s fine. If you decide to give up magic, I’ll seal my workroom back up and make you forget both the room and magic ever existed. It’s not too late for a spell like that to take hold. I’ll continue on my travels, and you’ll finish your posting here. You’ll live a bit longer than most, but not considerably, and it will be a regular human life. If you want to keep practicing magic, I’ll stay and teach you.”

Ishiah’s heart immediately jumped at those words. A companion to talk to during the long months of exile would be amazing, and looking at and listening to Zel would certainly brighten every moment. The man was far too beautiful.

“Until then, what do you have to eat around here? I’m starved.”

Ishiah laughed. “Let’s go to the kitchen and find out.” He retrieved his sword and knife and started climbing the stairs back up into the main rooms of the tower, Zel right behind him.


Chapter Four

“Why do you keep twitching like that every time you walk past the window?” Zel asked on their third morning together. He had been watching Ishiah practice all morning, reading the seven-year training manual as Ishiah moved from warm-ups with push-ups and sit-ups to more complex sword movements. Today was all about footwork, so he had moved from the practice room to the main room where there was space for him to move back and forth.

Except, every time he happened to glance out the window there was that same strange sparkle he had first noticed the day Zel had arrived. If his noticing it had gotten bad enough that Zel was commenting on his reaction, then Ishiah clearly had to do something about it.

He lowered the weighted practice sword he had been working with and turned to face the window where he could see the empty grassy field of Faltiken where the sparkle was coming from.

“It’s weird,” he explained to Zel. “When I’m looking right at the field everything’s fine, but when I turn my head to the side, the grass has gone sparkly.” He turned his head to demonstrate, and sure enough the grass took on a strange sheen.

Ishiah expected Zel to laugh it off as some sort of side effect of his using magic for about two years unsupervised. Zel slamming the practice book shut and jumping to his feet so he could hurry to join Ishiah at the window wasn’t expected at all.

“Out of the corner of your eye, you say?” Zel mumbled under his breath. A second later his purple eyes started glowing, and he squinted at the grass. “Shit,” he added after another moment. “Looks like Gabby’s plan to use my tower as a guard post was actually worthwhile.”

“What is it?” Ishiah asked worriedly. He turned his head to the side again, but all he saw was the sparkling grass.

“Dirty magic,” Zel replied with a snort of disgust. “The kind only used in Faltiken. Something’s out there that they don’t want you to see.”

“What sort of something?” Ishiah turned his head again, trying to find a different angle that might show him whatever was there, but his view was unchanged no matter what he tried.

“Probably an army,” Zel replied. He moved away from the window and retook his seat at the table. “I’m more concerned about the fact that you were able to see it. You’re certain you only touched the early grimoires? You didn’t go into anything more advanced?”

Ishiah wordlessly shook his head in denial, but most of his attention was still on the empty field. If any army was out there hiding behind some sort of magic spell, then he needed to act now before it was too late for Monrath to respond. Except, that field was still completely and totally empty. He couldn’t call up the entire army just because he saw something that sparkled.

“Can you see the army? How many ranks are out there? Or is it just a scouting group?”

Zel let out a heavy sigh. “You’re the one with the sight. My specialty is shielding. Yours is apparently with seeing. It’s unbelievably useful, but it’s also one of those magicks that will manifest inevitably. Even if you stop using magic and I help you forget its existence, one day you’ll run into it again. You’re going to be a wizard; you have no choice.”

Distracted by Zel’s words, Ishiah turned away from the window. “What do you mean?” He had been putting off making a decision on whether to stay with magic or return to his family simply because he honestly couldn’t come up with an answer. Plus, he was enjoying Zel’s company. The almost-constant chatter, the smiles, the ache in his heart whenever he looked at the beautiful man…Ishiah was well and truly smitten. The way he sometimes caught Zel looking at him made Ishiah think Zel might return his feelings, and yet, Zel was still planning to leave if Ishiah decided to skip choosing magic.

“I mean exactly what I’m saying. If you had never touched my grimoires, you would probably still see the sparkle. It might not be as bright, but you would have noticed it. Except, you would have no idea what it was you were seeing until you were completely overrun by whatever’s out there.”

“What is out there?” Ishiah asked, reminded that there might be an entire army sitting right at his doorstep. “What did you see?”

Zel shook his head. “I don’t have much power with sight. All I could see was that there’s some sort of concealing spell over that gigantic field. From what I can see of how they set the spell, I'd say it's been in place for about a week now, but I couldn’t tell you what it’s hiding. Given it’s Faltiken we’re talking about, probably every single soldier and mage they have at their command, and Monrath isn’t prepared for it at all.”

“If I light the bonfire the army will be here in exactly seven days. I’m sure the first scouts will arrive sooner,” Ishiah cut in. “We’re ready for a fight.”

“Against soldiers, yes, but mages? And an entire army that’s concealed?” Zel fell silent, looking pensively toward the window and the view beyond. He didn’t need to finish that thought, as odd as it was for him to stop speaking before everything in his head was out in the open. That, more than anything, told Ishiah how worried Zel was.

“At least we can call in the army. That’s better than nothing, and they’ll be able to give us time to figure out the rest.”

Decided, Ishiah went over to the window where the bow and arrows were always kept. He pulled one arrow from the quiver and double-checked that the specially prepared wrappings around the tip were secure before heading to the nearest candle to light it.

Ishiah returned to the window and looked out at the empty field. “You’re sure there’s an army out there? I’m not making a mistake?”

Zel stood and walked to stand behind him. He put one hand on Ishiah’s shoulder and squeezed comfortingly. “I’m certain, and if we turn out to be wrong, we can always pretend there was a lightning strike. All you have to do is figure out how to use your sight to break the concealing spell before your army arrives so they can see what they’re up against.”

Not an easy task, Ishiah knew, but if Zel was sure then Ishiah had to be too. He carefully put the arrow to the string of the bow, aimed, and let it fly. The arrow soared true, a flaming beacon in the bright spring afternoon air. Ishiah watched it, wanting to see it hit and light the bonfire, and gasped in alarm when the arrow suddenly turned ninety degrees and shot straight down to the ground.

“Damn, they’re watching us,” Zel hissed angrily. “Can you use your magic to get that fire lit? I want to see if I can spot where they’re hiding.”

Ishiah nodded, but aside from his hand still on Ishiah’s shoulder, Zel wasn’t paying attention to him. Ishiah closed his eyes to focus and breathed deeply just as he had taught himself.

Pull the energy from his head to his feet, then back up to his head, and out through his hands. He pointed his finger at the bonfire as he opened his eyes, willing the fire to light and burn brightly enough to summon the army. He had no doubts now that he had seen his arrow go down. They were under attack, and he needed to warn Monrath before it was too late.

With a bright flare of light, the bonfire lit, sending fire and smoke high into the sky before it settled down into a strong but calm fire. The relief of seeing the fire actually burning—and that it didn’t suddenly go out with some other type of magic like his arrow had—was almost like a weight lifting off his shoulders. Monrath would be prepared. Now he just had to figure out how to make it possible for Monrath to actually see the enemy when the army arrived.

“Damn it, the watchers got away. Why is Faltiken magic so disgustingly slimy? I’m going to have to brush up on all my slime removal techniques for this fight.”

Zel was muttering angrily under his breath when Ishiah looked away from the bonfire. His scowl was adorable and the way he was grumbling made Ishiah want to wrap a comforting arm over Zel’s shoulder, but he knew there wasn’t time for that now. The bonfire had been lit, and he had only seven days to figure the sparkly concealing spell out.

There was no question in Ishiah’s mind now about using magic. He loved it and this time he was using it to potentially save his family. Yes, the consequences of what he would eventually have to endure were awful, but the benefits outweighed all of that. Ishiah left Zel to his angry muttering and headed downstairs.

For the first time since he had discovered the library, Ishiah headed to the far side where the advanced spell books were shelved. It only took a moment to find the labeled set of shelves for sight spells, and he took down a tall stack of books to start skimming through. He turned around to head to the sitting area and almost ran into Zel, who had somehow managed to silently sneak up on Ishiah.

“There are a number of different types of sight. You’re looking for something called foresight, which is the ability to see things that are right before you, so through illusions and spells and whatnot. A book on farsight will be about seeing things that are far ahead in the future, so doesn’t apply.” He took the top book off the stack in Ishiah’s arms and reshelved it.

As far as Ishiah knew foresight and farsight were synonyms. Apparently in magical terms they meant something different. He trusted Zel, though, so Ishiah put the stack down on the nearest table and quickly read the titles on the spines. Once he had removed all the ones that were blatantly not about the type of sight he was looking for, Ishiah took his smaller stack to the reading area. He would start by reading the indexing or chapter headings to find the sections that applied to him. Hopefully there would be techniques to hone his natural ability and spells to let him break through the Faltiken’s concealment.

Zel sat down in the chair across from Ishiah with his own stack of books, and they started reading in companionable silence.


Chapter Five

“Now bring the magic to your eyes instead of your hands and hold it there,” Zel instructed. His finger was on the crabbed handwriting of the journal he had found that explained the technique Ishiah needed to use, but his purple eyes were firmly focused on Ishiah. Ishiah was aware of that stare in every part of his being, but he pushed aside those feelings.

It had been five days and twelve hours since the bonfire had been lit. The monstrosity of a blaze had burned for two days before it ran out of fuel, and Ishiah was running out of time to have his explanation ready by the time the army arrived. All of his attention had to be focused on getting this technique right.

With his magic concentrated in his eyes, everything around him seemed to sparkle in the sunlight. There was magic in everything, and now he could see it flowing through the air and inhabiting everything in the tower. When he looked out the window, the entire field outside glowed.

“The book says you have to direct your magic through your eyes and toward the object you’re trying to see. When the magic impacts the concealment spell, you need to forcefully push your magic through. Once you’ve broken through, the concealment spell should also break.”

Zel put the book down on the kitchen table and focused on an apple sitting nearby. To Ishiah’s magically enhanced sight, the apple seemed to sparkle like everything else in the tower, yet as Zel cast his magic, the sparkle became a glow similar to what Ishiah saw outside.

He had to send his magic out through his eyes instead of his fingers. Ishiah squinted and glared at the apple, trying to direct his magic that way.

“It’s all about intent, remember,” Zel said softly enough not to break Ishiah’s concentration. “The action of pointing helps focus a normal spell, but the movement itself is irrelevant. You can do the same with your eyes without looking like your brain is trying not to explode.”

Ishiah’s concentration broke as he laughed, and he couldn’t help grinning at Zel, who grinned sheepishly back.

This time when he looked at the apple it was somehow easier. Magic didn’t go down his arms because that was the only way to cast a spell—Zel hadn’t moved any part of his body to cast the concealing spell on the apple—it was just a prop to teach beginners. The magic probably didn’t have to come out his eyes either. The idea of it coming from his eyes helped shape the intent. All Ishiah wanted was to see the apple fully.

Magic went from his head, down to his feet, and back to his head, and he used that momentum to keep the magic moving, exploding from his body like an arrow shot from a bow. The apple rocked on the table, the glow gone.

“You did it!” Zel crowed happily. He jumped from his seat and rushed over to Ishiah to throw his arms around Ishiah’s shoulders and squeeze him tight. “A little too strong for the spell I used, but probably not quite strong enough for the spell outside. Try again.” Zel fell silent and a moment later the apple was glowing again.

Ishiah breathed in and then out, sending his magic through his body with his breath. On the exhale the apple shot off the table and hit the wall with a thud. Zel cheered and his arms squeezed tighter. Ishiah turned his head to look at Zel just as Zel was leaning closer to say something. Their noses brushed and their eyes caught. Both of them froze in place, and Ishiah stared helplessly into Zel’s bright purple eyes, utterly mesmerized by their beauty and by the emotion—the want—he could see there.

There was no way to know who moved first, but their noses shifted apart so their lips could press together. Ishiah had a fleeting taste of strawberries and cream before a voice yelled up through the always-open window.

“Forward scouts reporting!”

Ishiah pulled away from Zel reluctantly, but he knew he had to get to the window before the scouts called for him again. Once he was away from Zel’s arms, Ishiah hurried to the window and stuck his head outside.

The scouting group had seven members. Two were looking up the tower at him while the other five were ranged in a semicircle behind them, looking outwards. Those five also looked curious. From their vantage, they could see enough of the fields of Faltiken to know it was empty.

“Tell them you’ll be right there,” Zel called. Ishiah obeyed, then pulled his head back inside. “We shouldn’t yell everything we know down to them; there’s no telling who’s out there to overhear. Come on. We’ll go the fast way.” Zel led the way down the stairs into the workroom, and Ishiah followed him over to a blank area of wall. Zel flung his hand at the wall and then reached back to grip Ishiah’s wrist. “The spell isn’t keyed to you, so you’ll have to stay close to me. Just keep walking and you’ll be fine.”

Zel stepped forward and through the wall, pulling Ishiah after him. Despite seeing Zel go through what looked like solid stone, Ishiah still couldn’t help flinching away from the wall even as he was drawn into it, but he went through without any resistance. Ishiah found himself in a room so dark he couldn’t see his hand even as he was tugged by it into a fast walk.

After a few seconds, Ishiah thought he could see a bare glimmer of light, and that glimmer grew the farther he walked until suddenly he was outside, striding along the grass at the foot of the tower toward the waiting group of scouts, all of whom jumped, gasped, or startled in some way when they caught sight of him and Zel.

“How…” one of the scouts murmured, but she shut up when the leader in the center of the group shot her a stern look.

“First Lieutenant”—the man said with a brief salute that Ishiah belatedly returned—“we’re here for your initial report.” Ishiah could see the man struggle not to give in to curiosity and look over at Zel. The rest of the scouts weren’t so disciplined; one of them was openly staring at Zel’s purple hair with his mouth hanging slightly open.

“This is Wizard Rap. I accidentally activated one of his personal beacons in the tower, and he came to investigate. We learned the Faltikens are using some sort of concealment spell on the field. We’re working on breaking through it so we can see what we’re dealing with, but it was prudent to light the bonfire just in case.”

From the way the scout’s eyes shifted slightly to the side to look at the visibly empty field just down the mountain, Ishiah could tell the scout didn’t quite believe him. Still, the man saluted again.

“We’ll return to the main army to make your report,” the scout replied. Ishiah returned the salute, then watched as the group turned and headed back down the mountain.

As much as Ishiah wanted to lie down and luxuriate in the grass and the fresh smells of budding spring, he had a task to accomplish. After his fantastical sounding report and the skepticism he had seen, it had become all the more important that he be able to reveal the enemy by the time the army arrived.

Ishiah headed back to the secret passage, Zel in tow, so he could return to practicing.

*

It was possible to see Monrath’s forces marching up the mountain range even from the awkward angle of the tower window. Their armor gleamed silver against the overhead sun, flashing brilliantly whenever Ishiah looked in their direction. Given the bonfire’s lighting, the element of surprise on Monrath’s side had long been lost, so it didn’t matter Faltiken could definitely also see them coming. It still made Ishiah nervous—he expected an attack to come before Monrath could take the heights of the mountain range—but Faltiken remained hidden behind their spell.

Exactly two days after the scouting party had left, the army reached the foot of the tower. Only the command tents were set up in the grass around the tower—the rest of the army had found spots farther away—and Ishiah could see his brother’s flag raised below. Of course Haines would have to come. As the crown prince who would probably be king in the next year or so, since Ishiah had heard their father was ill again, Haines needed to prove himself as a leader of men and women. In particular, the support of the military would help cement him as the next king.

And if Haines’s bastard brother lit the bonfire and brought the army all the way out to the tower for no reason, that support would erode very quickly.

Ishiah let out a heavy breath.

“You’ve got the power figured out. I don’t doubt you’ll be able to do this.” Zel’s warm hand rested on Ishiah’s shoulder and squeezed. “Prepare yourself. I’ll bring your brother and the generals up to see.” He squeezed one more time, then left Ishiah alone in the window.

Fifteen minutes later and the tower suddenly held more people than had probably ever been inside at one time. Ishiah could hear the angry grumbling at Zel from downstairs, mixed with the noise of soldiers who were shocked to see the second floor of the tower that they hadn’t known existed. Haines came over to Ishiah and the window first.

“What’s going on, Ish?” Haines asked. His voice was steady, but there were white lines of tension bracketing his mouth.

“Magic,” Ishiah replied shortly. “Watch.” He breathed in and out twice, trying to steady himself, and then called on his magic. It flowed from his head to his feet, back to his head, and then out his eyes. He pushed the magic forward and could almost see a sparkling stream of magic heading toward the glowing field below. He gathered more and more magic, flinging it from his head to his feet and back before adding it to the stream heading toward the field.

Ishiah felt the impact when his magic hit the shield. He staggered, but once he caught his balance again, he stepped back to the window, using his steps to thrust his magic forward. He formed a lance with the magic, the tip as sharp as any spear, and sliced and jabbed. Slowly, ever so slowly, he chipped away at the concealment magic.

At first, he could sense Haines’s exasperation with him, and Ishiah could understand why. Magic was a lost art. The idea that Ishiah had stumbled on magic and had been able to learn it in so short a time was slightly ridiculous. Ishiah certainly wouldn’t have believed that possible on the day he had first climbed the rope to get into the tower. Zel had also told him that his eyes didn’t glow when he was using sight magic, which was probably because it was inherent.

It was easy to tell when his magic began to have an effect. The air of skepticism in the room vanished, and suddenly people needing to see what he was revealing surrounded Ishiah in the window.

He could see the effect his magic was having better than the rest. As the shield cracked under his onslaught, a hazy, wavering image began to fill the previously empty field. Two very large lumps filled the center of the field, and surrounding them were what his army-trained eye picked out as soldiers standing in their regiments.

The rest of the concealing magic slowly drifted away like fog on a misty morning, finally revealing what Ishiah knew had been hiding for a week or more.

The two large lumps in the center were humanoid in shape—men sitting on the ground with their two arms resting on the knees of their two legs—yet their size was easily that of any of the massive boulders that dotted the mountainous landscape around the tower. Ishiah could see a formation for at least two divisions of soldiers surrounding the giant men in the center, so about fifty thousand men were visible. Given he couldn’t see any more sparkles or magical glowing, Ishiah was fairly certain no one else was hiding out there.

“We can handle two divisions.” Haines had been taught to count formations just as Ishiah had, but his voice still sounded hesitant.

“Those are trolls,” Zel said, predictably filling the silence. “Their skin is thick hide impervious to most weapons. By themselves they’re not dangerous, but they’re extremely susceptible to coercion spells, something for which Faltiken’s corrupted magic has always been used. When directed, their immense strength can bring down an entire brigade in only a few minutes.”

“How do we defeat them?” General Darien cut in.

“You won’t be able to,” Zel replied with a frown toward the window. “You have to find the wizards controlling them instead. I’ll focus on that. Ish, you’ll need to help combat any additional wizards Faltiken might have in that field. Keep their spells off your army while I distract the trolls.”

“Begin your final preparations, soldiers,” General Darien said to everyone in the room. “We attack in exactly one hour.” He strode back into the library and the staircase that led below, quickly followed by the rest of the men and women Zel had guided into the tower. Zel hurried after them to show them the magical exit. Ishiah looked out at the now-filled field, wondering just how much death and destruction a magically coerced troll was capable of.


Chapter Six

Exactly an hour later, a threatening roar sounded from below, echoing through the mountain peaks. Swords pounded against shields, gauntleted feet stomped against stone, and horses shrieked and whinnied as the forces of Monrath psyched themselves up for the coming battle.

Ishiah, alone in the tower yet again, watched it all from above. The trolls didn’t react, but after a few moments of the screaming, they lumbered to their feet and towered over the mountain. The Faltiken soldiers roared back, but they didn’t draw their weapons or start marching forward. They were going to rely on the trolls for their attack. The soldiers were probably there for an invasion force after the trolls took care of Monrath’s army.

Where were the wizards hiding? Ishiah sent more magic to his eyes so he could scan the Faltikens as he had been doing for the last hour. No one glowed or sparkled under his sight.

Monrath’s army began to march down the mountain, and the forcible pounding of thousands of feet shook the ground until, as they picked up speed, they lost synchronization and the thudding beat faded away.

One of the trolls tried to respond. He lifted one leg as if he were about to stride forward toward the approaching army, and his toes smacked into an invisible wall. The troll hopped awkwardly backward on one foot, the other clutched in his hands as he whined at the pain of stubbed toes, and out of the corner of Ishiah’s eye he finally saw a flash of light.

He turned his head to look, focusing the magic in his eyes to let him see the distance and…there! A woman had her hands raised and pointed toward the troll as magic formed between her palms in some sort of spell that Ishiah didn’t doubt would do a number on Zel’s shield.

Magic zinged down from Ishiah’s head, back up from his feet, and out the finger he pointed at the woman. The spell was only half-formed, built more of intent than finesse—a battering ram instead of a rapier—but it did the job. The spell hit the woman, sending her flying off her feet. She landed in a crumpled heap on the ground, and the spell she had been forming dissipated in a shower of sparks. The woman didn’t get up again.

Ishiah turned away, searching for someone else using magic. A second shower of sparks from the far side of the trolls told Ishiah that Zel had found one too.

The troll finally recovered, and he moved forward more delicately this time. His hands reached out until the palms rested on what appeared to be a flat surface. He dug his feet into the ground and started to push. There was no way Zel could hold that shield spell up under that sort of onslaught.

Monrath’s army finally reached the foot of the mountain and the grassy field. Archers still high in the mountains let their arrows fly as the horses, which were finally on flat ground, lengthened their stride into a proper charge. The trolls hadn’t started moving. The first was still fighting against the shield, but the second was looking around blearily, as if not sure why he was there and what he was supposed to do about it. Either Zel had already found the wizard controlling him, or because it took so much power to get the first troll to fight the shield, the coercion spell on the second troll had lapsed. Which meant Ishiah needed to find another wizard to neutralize before they realized what was happening.

A flash of light to the left made Ishiah turn to look, but it was only the glare of sunlight on a sword being drawn as the Faltiken soldiers realized their trolls would not be able to keep the fighting away from them. Ishiah kept scanning. He happened to notice an arrow flying through the air suddenly hit another invisible wall and fall to the ground. The person the arrow was aimed toward wasn’t looking at the front lines where the fighting had already begun, but was instead glaring at the troll.

Ishiah formed his magic into a sharp point just as he had done to bring the large shield down and started chipping away. Apparently personal shields were easier because this one vanished within a few seconds. Ishiah thrust his magic forward, only to bounce back as he hit a second shield.

The wizard was looking around frantically, his attention completely diverted from the troll, and Ishiah knew he had to get the second shield down before the wizard could put up a third and fourth. Ishiah bore down with his magic, pushing against the shield like a drill. It cracked and he was through, only to hit a third shield, which only took half a second to crack. The wizard was tiring. Ishiah gathered more magic quickly, but before he could, a barrage of arrows came in and soldiers fell to the ground screaming. An arrow took the wizard in the throat and he collapsed to the ground.

Ishiah turned away from the grizzly sight. This wasn’t his first battle—he had seen and given death to his enemies before—but it was never a pleasant task.

The magic was sluggish to his call as Ishiah started to look for his next target, and he realized he was tiring too. His body was hanging on the large windowsill of the tower because his legs didn’t have the strength to keep him upright, and he was panting desperately for breath.

Still, this was war. As long as the magic still came when he called, he would keep fighting with it.

With a sudden pop that Ishiah could hear as well as feel as the percussive force bounced off his chest, even from so far away, the shield holding the troll vanished. The troll toppled forward as the resistance he had been pushing against disappeared under his hands. His arms windmilled for a brief moment, but he couldn’t catch his balance. He hit the ground with a thud that shook the mountains. His chest still rose and fell, but the troll didn’t move.

Had it been knocked unconscious by the fall? Ishiah couldn’t tell from his vantage, but he thought that was a good guess. The second troll turned to look and blinked for a few seconds before understanding filled his dull eyes. One hand lifted into the air, waving around his head like he was trying to ward off flies. Ishiah thought it was probably a renewed coercion spell he was trying to ward off. Before it could take hold, the troll turned and ran, heading back into the depths of Faltiken and completely not noticing the soldiers he squished under his feet as he went.
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