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        To Talitha,

        In anticipation of journeying with you in life.

        You’re loved, you’re wanted, and you’re needed. May you discover you have a voice. And may you use it to speak truth to your generation.
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CHAPTER 1


          

        

      

    

    
      Skidding to a stop at the top of a ridge, the horse snorted, tossing its head wildly. Trisanna spun around in the saddle, staring back the way she had come. They hadn’t caught her. Not yet.

      The sandy shore of a lake lay at the bottom of the slope, barely a stone’s throw away. Clicking her tongue, she urged the horse forward. Ears back, it spread its feet, refusing to move.

      Sliding swiftly from the saddle, she spoke soothingly in its ear and stroked its neck. Then she led it trembling down the slope.

      Three fishing boats lay idle on the sand, pulled well back from the water. Only one fisherman was anywhere in view. Standing beside a boat, he was working at his nets.

      She hurried toward him, the horse trailing reluctantly behind her. “Greetings,” she said, as cheerfully as she could manage.

      “Mistress,” he replied, bobbing his head respectfully before staring at her curiously. “What brings you to these ill-favored shores?”

      “I would like to sail on the lake,” she told him.

      He chuckled. “You don’t want to do that, Miss.” He nodded toward her horse, still trembling at her side. “You should pay heed to your animal. It can tell the water ain’t safe.”

      She cocked an eyebrow. “Yet you sail on it.”

      “Aye, that I do,” he said with a sigh. “At times even I ask myself why. Precious few value my skin apart from me, and every one of them says I’m a fool.”

      When she didn’t respond, he added, “There’s good fishin’ out there, ’tis true. And it’s safe enough near the shore. But beyond?” A grim smile twisted his lips. “I won’t trouble your pretty head with tales, but worse things than fish haunt the deeps!”

      “Nevertheless, I would like you to take me out onto the lake,” she said stubbornly.

      He shook his head once again, more firmly this time.

      Swinging a small pack from her back, she retrieved a bag bulging with coins and thrust it toward him.

      He remained unmoved. “Don’t let the stillness deceive you, Miss,” he said, waving a hand across the water. “There’s nothin’ tranquil about this lake.”

      She reached for a fine chain around her neck and drew it out. A glittering jewel appeared from beneath her clothing. “This is yours too,” she promised him. “All you have to do is take me out there.”

      After a long look at her hand, he transferred his gaze to her face. “Why?”

      She shifted her feet awkwardly. “Someone told me I wouldn’t dare to do it.”

      Throwing a glance at the slope behind them, she rummaged around in the pack a final time and produced a small bar of solid gold. “If we go right now, you can have this as well.”

      He drew back involuntarily. “That ain’t stolen, is it?”

      She shook her head. “This is my inheritance. But it’s yours if you want it.”

      With a deep sigh he yielded at last. “Very well, m’lady. Only along the shoreline, mind.”

      His decision made, he swung the boat around and began pushing it toward the lake. He hesitated for a moment when he reached the water’s edge, frowning as he peered off into the lake. Then, with a sigh of resignation, he pushed until the little craft was afloat.

      While he was busy, she quickly removed the reins and saddle from her horse and slapped it on the rump. It immediately trotted back the way it had come. Seeing the look on the fisherman’s face, she assured him, “Don’t worry. She will return the moment I call.”

      The fisherman shrugged. Holding the boat steady, he waved Trisanna aboard.

      “Thank you,” she said with a thin smile, holding out the coins and the gold bar and reaching once more for the chain around her neck.

      He shook his head. “I won’t cheat you, m’lady. It ain’t my way.” Taking the bag of coins, he removed a few and returned the rest with the bag. “This will do me well enough.” Then he jerked his head toward the boat.

      A grateful smile on her lips, she stepped lightly aboard.

      Climbing in after her, he poled the vessel away from the shore and set the sail.

      A light breeze caught the sailcloth, and the boat glided away from the land. They hadn’t traveled far when the fisherman swung the tiller to direct the little craft on a course parallel to the shoreline.

      “So what’s this about?” he asked. He gave her a wink. “Tryin’ to impress an admirer with your boldness?”

      She ignored his questions. “What do I need to pay you to sail me all the way across the lake?”

      He looked at her sharply. “You agreed to a little run along the shoreline.”

      She shook her head. “You said that. I never agreed to it.”

      His face set hard. “I’m sorry, m’lady, but I ain’t takin’ you no deeper. No matter how much you pay me. We wouldn’t make it halfway to the other side.”

      She subsided, content to bide her time. Occasionally she glanced at the water, but her main attention was on the ridge above the little beach.

      Only a few minutes passed before gray-cloaked riders appeared, silhouetted against the sky. She counted ten of them. After a momentary pause they picked their way down to the lake, spreading out along the shoreline as soon as they reached it.

      Distressed by such close proximity to the water, the horses neighed and stamped their hooves. Unmoved, the riders sat silently on their mounts, staring at the little boat.

      The fisherman gazed at them for a moment. “Seems like everyone wants to visit our shores today,” he ventured. He aimed an ironic look in Trisanna’s direction. “D’you think they might want to sail as well?”

      When she didn’t reply, he peered at her thoughtfully. “They’re chasin’ you, ain’t they? I can drop you further along the shore if you like. Somewhere well clear of them.”

      Even as he was speaking, the breeze began to die away. Frowning up at the sail, he tried to guide the boat closer to the shore. The little vessel refused to cooperate. As if running before a steady breeze, it began heading into deeper water. The riders lining the shore slowly began to shrink in size.

      “What’s happenin’?” he cried in alarm.

      “They’re doing it,” she said bitterly, staring at the horsemen. “They’re mages.”

      The sails began to slap limply as the breeze faded entirely. The boat continued to slide through the water, moving further from the land. Every attempt to steer it was futile. The tiller had no effect.

      “How can we get back?” cried the fisherman in dismay.

      “We can’t,” she told him. “Even if we reached the shore, they would push us out again.”

      “Then there’s no hope,” he moaned.

      “Do not despair,” she urged him. “We’re not lost yet.”

      The breeze began to pick up again, and the fisherman peered eagerly at the sail. “We might yet make it back! Perhaps Providence might smile on us!”

      She shook her head. “They’ll never allow it,” she said. “There is only one way for us to survive. You must set a course for Periton.”

      “Are you mad?” he cried. “We’d never make it!”

      “We can’t sit here and do nothing!” she insisted. “We must fight!”

      After staring wild-eyed at her for a moment, he nodded dully. “You’re right. If I’m goin’ to die, I won’t go unresisting.”

      The little craft responded immediately as he took the tiller and began to steer away from the beach. The horsemen dwindled in their wake, along with any prospect of safety.

      She peered ahead, hoping for a glimpse of their destination, but the opposite shore was too distant to be seen. Bounded on both sides by mountains, the lake stretched away to the far horizon.

      The wind began to pick up, and they raced forward, slapping through waves that were beginning to grow in size. Glancing back, she could see neither the horsemen nor the other boats on the shore.

      A larger than usual wave crashed over the boat, drenching her. The wind had begun to howl, a wail of lament.

      “What is that?” shouted the fisherman.

      “It’s the mages!” she yelled back. “We’re out of reach of their pushing magic now, so they’ve turned the wind against us.”

      This latest attack seemed to spark new determination in the beleaguered sailor. “Keep your head down, Missy, and hang on,” he called. “Looks like it’s goin’ to get rough.”

      For a moment she thought she sighted land beyond the bow of the boat, far off in the distance. But the spray and the wild tossing of the waves obscured it.

      The fisherman shouted in terror, and she spun around to see a giant head emerging from the waves. Shaped like a misbegotten eel, the creature turned baleful eyes toward them. A huge maw opened wide, revealing multiple rows of razor-sharp teeth. The conjurings of her darkest nightmares had never rivaled the monstrosity before her.

      It bellowed, and her heart skipped a beat. Mindless as the monster appeared, she heard meaning in its roar—a rage and hatred so visceral, so violent, that her strength abandoned her entirely. She collapsed in a witless heap.

      The fisherman fared no better. Releasing the tiller to cover his face with his hands, he slumped to the bottom of the boat, gibbering mindlessly.

      A second head appeared on the opposite side of the vessel, and the creatures howled at each other, bickering over the prize drifting helplessly between them.

      In the midst of the madness, a memory came unbidden to her, reaching out from another place and time. The roar of the storm and the bellowing of the creatures faded, and she heard again in her mind the voice of the woman who had raised her. Never fear the darkness, little Sanna, however scary it might seem. The tiniest flicker of light will always frighten away the deepest of shadows.

      As her courage flickered into life, her will stirred as well. She had no powers that could defend them against the monsters, but there was one thing she could attempt. Reaching out with her mage ability, she stretched an illusion over the boat and its occupants, hiding every trace of them.

      Ancient as the creatures and their malice might be, the magic was older. Confused by its power, they roared their fury, swinging their mighty heads around in search of their elusive prey.

      The monsters could yet destroy the boat as they thrashed about. Realizing it, she crawled to the stern and took hold of the tiller.

      The sail had been flapping uselessly with no one at the helm. Trisanna was no sailor, but as she gripped the tiller the wind caught the sail once more, driving the boat forward. They were heading in the wrong direction, but within moments they were clear of the creatures.

      It wasn’t the time or the place to be investigating a sailor’s craft, but Trisanna had to at least try. Somehow executing a series of wild maneuvers, she managed to point the boat roughly in the direction of Periton. Too often the sail was barely filled. Her calls to the fisherman were lost in the wind.

      She was almost ready to despair when the fisherman finally regained his wits. Glancing around, he saw that the monsters were gone, the howling gale had reduced to a steady breeze, and his passenger was in command of the boat.

      He stared at her in awe. “Who are you?”

      “An awful sailor,” she replied, her voice trembling, “but one who refuses to give in.”

      A haunted look came to his eyes. “And those monsters?”

      “They’ve disappeared.”

      He shook his head in wonder. “Then you and I are the luckiest people in the kingdom. No one swept into the deep has ever returned. Only wreckage blown ashore by the wind. I’ve never heard of any who faced the creatures and lived.”

      The fear hadn’t left his eye, but he moved to the stern and took the tiller. Then he guided the boat westward, toward the landmass on the horizon she knew to be Periton.

      Both of them lapsed into a long silence. Curiously, although the illusion around the boat remained intact, they could see each other and the little vessel. The fisherman seemed entirely unaware of anything unusual.

      She preserved the illusion stubbornly, even though her mind was reeling, unable to shake off the terror of the creatures. Never could she have imagined such hatred.

      With no further need to steer the boat, she gazed up at the sky, working hard at regaining her composure. She had barely managed to tame her emotions when the fisherman called to her quietly.

      “I’m strugglin’ to believe it, but we should be out of reach of the monsters now. They don’t seem to go anywhere near land.”

      She nodded distractedly, her thoughts turning to the future. All of her energy had been bent on fleeing Tantel before they killed her. The idea of actually reaching Periton had seemed little more than an idle fancy. With the reality before her, she wondered what she would do when she got there.

      She had never been a member of the mage council in Tantel. Her magical awakening had been kept secret from the mages belonging to the Compact. That was fortunate for her, because she would have been hunted down as a renegade if they had known she was a mage. Perhaps Periton treated independent mages more generously. She would find out before long.

      What she needed most was to be properly trained. She knew so little about magic. Her own abilities had developed mostly by trial and error. She had discovered by accident that her magical ability involved illusion. The gift had never struck her as particularly useful. Not until the sudden appearance of the monsters. She couldn’t imagine anyone overcoming the creatures with force, magical or otherwise. Illusion had saved her life and the fisherman’s as well.

      In any event, no one needed to know about her magical abilities when she first arrived in Periton. She intended to remain inconspicuous for as long as possible.

      “The coastline ahead seems uninhabited,” the fisherman reported.

      “I’m happy to land there,” she told him. “I’m not ready to face people just yet.”

      He seemed relieved. With a nod of agreement, he steered the boat toward a sandy beach a short distance away.

      Closing her eyes in weary relief, she allowed her illusion to fade to nothing.

      There was much to be grateful for. Leaving Tantel in their wake, they had set a course for Periton. And neither mages nor monsters had prevented them from reaching it.
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      Master Inga stood in Chief Master Adrastas’s reception room. He had offered her a seat, but she had refused it.

      “You know why we can’t let you go, Inga!” he protested. “We have four renegades out there, at least two of them extremely dangerous. Apart from you, we have three mages capable of detecting magical auras with farsense. Starting in a couple of months, I’m planning to send each of you in turn around the kingdom. Once every year per person. That should give us a way to flush out anyone hiding in a remote place. Of the four, your ability to detect glimmer is the strongest by far. You’re more needed than ever.”

      “That’s well and good, but I need a break. I’m tired, Adrastas! Weary in spirit. Right now I can’t muster the focus to hunt anyone down.”

      “Why don’t you have a day or two off here in Cambrick and spend some time with a friend? Emmela for instance.”

      She shook her head stiffly.

      “You need to forgive her, Inga! The evidence she gave at the inquiry wasn’t personal.”

      “I have forgiven her. That doesn’t mean I want to spend time with her.” She grimaced. “This place is becoming oppressive. I still have nightmares about Lars on the mountain—threatening to do to me what he did to your dog. And people have been avoiding me since we got back—since the trial, that is.”

      “It wasn’t a trial, Inga! It was an inquiry!”

      “This is me you’re talking to, Adrastas. You know as well as I do that it was a trial, whether you call it that or not. Everyone else knows it too.”

      “Then I’ll bring everyone together and set them straight!”

      “That would only make it worse. People would talk of nothing else for weeks.”

      Adrastas was becoming distressed, but she didn’t care. She’d only gone after Lars and Petria because he wanted her to. He’d ignored her warnings, then he’d let loose the baying hounds on her when she got back.

      “You released Lars and Petria on much flimsier grounds,” she told him, “even after Lars killed your dog. If it will help, I’m willing to kill your cat if you have one.”

      He groaned. “All right. I admit defeat. I’ll give you four weeks.” He took a deep breath. “You’re not going to want to hear this, Inga,...”

      “Then don’t say it!” she said, cutting him off.

      She hurried away before he had time to get it out.
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        * * *

      

      Having been released from her duties in Cambrick, Inga was free at last to visit her old Aunt Jemilla. She had a standing invitation to stay whenever an opportunity arose, and she’d been putting it off for too long.

      Her aunt lived in the town of Sengin in the southeastern corner of Periton. The town had taken its name from the nearby Sengin Pass, the site of a crucial battle in the war that followed the Great Desolation. The battle had assumed great significance for any Peritonian who cared about history, since it secured Periton’s independence from Tantel. Inga had no interest in history. She was interested in Sengin for one reason only: it was about as far as you could get from Cambrick while still remaining in Periton.

      Sengin had become a thriving seaport, which meant that the road to Cambrick was well maintained. For most of the year it could reasonably be expected to be in good condition. Inga had therefore decided to take a carriage. It was expensive, but she had never been extravagant, and there was little else to spend her coin on.

      She was on her way less than twenty-four hours after Adrastas agreed to release her. Emmela had stopped by to wish her a good journey. Inga had responded politely; she wasn’t yet able to be warm. Adrastas had called on her as well, and she had thanked him sincerely for making time in his busy schedule. No one else acknowledged her departure in any way. Given the circumstances, it didn’t surprise her that a surge of relief washed over her as she rolled through the gates of Cambrick.

      As her destination drew ever nearer she admitted to herself that, thus far at least, her escape had been less than she hoped for. She had expected to find it relaxing to watch the Peritonian countryside roll by from the window of her carriage. Instead, it had been bumpy and uncomfortable. Before a day had passed she was telling herself that she would never rent a carriage again without first checking the springs thoroughly. Her overnight stays in country inns had been passable, but none of the beds had been as comfortable as her own.

      Most disappointing of all, leaving Cambrick had not brought release from the endless cycle of her thoughts and memories. So much about the fateful trip to the mountain still haunted her. She had stared death in the eye and survived. But her life had hung in the balance, dependent solely on the whim of a power-hungry and self-centered fool.

      Never would she forget the surge of relief she had felt at Dalthinir’s arrival. Nor her delight in the uninterrupted time, however brief, she spent in his presence tending to his wounds.

      Upon her return, she had been required to reveal everything she learned about him and his apprentice. Every last detail. The information was being gathered for the sole purpose of tracking them down and destroying them. And they expected her to play a leading role in the hunt.

      It was more than she could bear.

      

      When the carriage rolled into the town of Sengin at last, Cambrick and its bitter associations were far away. For a while.

      It had been years since she visited her aunt, and she had retained no clear memory of how to get to her house. The carriage driver needed to stop more than once to ask for directions before they found it.

      By the time they pulled into the lane that led to her house, the day was almost spent. Climbing down wearily from the cabin, she was greeted by her aunt.

      “Inga! What an unexpected pleasure! I was picking some flowers when I looked up and saw you in the carriage.”

      “It’s been too long since I’ve visited, Aunt Jemilla. I’ve come hoping you’ll let me stay for a few days.”

      “Of course! I’d be delighted! Come on in.”

      Leaving the coachman to bring in her bags, Inga followed her aunt inside. “Have you been well?” she asked.

      “Very well, thank you. I have my daughter nearby, of course, and the grandchildren. The little ones aren’t so little any more—all of them are growing up. I can take you to see them whenever you’re up to it. In the meantime, come and sit down! I’ll make us both a cup of tea.”

      Bustling Inga into her parlor, she placed her in the best chair. Then she disappeared into the kitchen, reappearing a few minutes later with hot tea and cake.

      Inga was soon immersed in an entirely different world. It was a simpler world, with few complexities and no life-or-death issues to navigate. For the first time since the trauma on the mountain, she allowed herself to relax.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “The mountains are impressive!” Inga exclaimed, pointing to the distant peaks lining the horizon.

      “They are,” agreed her cousin Felicia with a smile.

      As Aunt Jemilla’s only daughter, Felicia saw a great deal of her mother. That was also giving Inga plenty of opportunity to connect with her. It had only taken a single day before the cousins were eagerly making up for lost time.

      Felicia and her husband ran a farm that included a small herd of horses. On that occasion, Felicia had been released from her duties to escort Inga on a tour of Sengin and its surrounds. Two of her horses were making the excursion possible.

      “Sengin Pass is off in that direction,” Felicia reported.

      “The site of the battle? I’m afraid battles don’t interest me.”

      “What about the lake? Have you seen it before? It’s worth at least one look into its dark waters.”

      “You mean the Lake of Death?”

      Her cousin laughed. “That title is mainly used by locals. And usually to impress visitors.” She grew serious. “Supposedly, there are monsters in it, though. There’s good fishing in the lake, but the fishermen never venture far from shore. Even so, some do occasionally go missing.”

      Inga nodded readily. “The only monsters I’ve met have been human. I’d be happy to see something different for a change.”

      “I certainly don’t expect to actually see any monsters. I’d be keeping my distance otherwise.”

      After the two of them had been riding for a few minutes, they came in sight of a small beach. One boat was drawn up on the sand, and three more were on the lake. All of them were quite close in to the shore.

      “We’ll buy some fresh fish for our dinner,” said Felicia. Clicking her tongue, she guided her mount down onto the beach.

      Inga’s horse became increasingly nervous as they approached the water. In the end, she dismounted and led it.

      Busy negotiating with a fisherman, Felicia looked up when Inga arrived. “I’m sorry,” she said apologetically. “I should have warned you about the horses. None of them want to go anywhere near the lake. People say it’s because they sense the monsters. If so, it’s the only evidence of monsters I’ve ever encountered.”

      “Every boatman knows that the monsters are real,” the fisherman assured her before retrieving a number of fresh fish.

      Leaving her cousin to conclude the negotiations, Inga led the horse away from the beach and sat down on a hill overlooking the water.

      As she relaxed in the sunshine, a sustained surge of power startled her out of her musing. Immediately alert, she used her farsense in an attempt to identify the source. It was coming from the lake, a considerable distance away. She didn’t recognize the smell, so it wasn’t Lars or Petria. It had to be a mage she didn’t know.

      What could it mean? Was a mage at that moment battling the monsters? The very idea of it seemed far-fetched.

      More importantly, who was it? It was hard to imagine any reason why Dalthinir or Kylen might be out there.

      Powerful as the burst of magic was, it was much too far from Cambrick to be detected there.

      The thought raised a number of alarming possibilities. With no Compact mages permanently stationed in Sengin, power could be used indiscriminately without anyone in Cambrick knowing. It would be an ideal place for renegades like Lars and Petria to base themselves.

      Further, Tantel was on the other side of the lake. If the Tantellans sent mages into Periton, no one in Cambrick would be aware of it.

      She immediately realized she had a duty to notify Adrastas. With renegades on the loose and too many unanswered questions, it was about time he stationed Compact mages throughout the kingdom permanently, whether they liked it or not.

      Inga was becoming restless by the time her cousin finalized her purchase.

      “Fresh fish!” Felicia exclaimed. “I can’t think of anything better. I’m sorry to say it, but we’ll need to return fairly promptly, while it truly is fresh.”

      “That suits me,” Inga replied. “I need to send a message to Cambrick.”

      Thankfully, her cousin showed no curiosity about the message. When they returned to Sengin, they went their separate ways.

      After preparing a dispatch to Chief Master Adrastas, Inga entrusted it to the town officials. Then she returned to her aunt’s to enjoy Felicia’s fish.

      

      With good food and pleasant company, the meal should have been relaxed and enjoyable. But with her senses fully alerted, Inga couldn’t prevent herself from trying to sense the unknown mage. The surge of power had ended before the meal began, but only after drawing near to Sengin. That left her feeling more responsible than ever.

      She hadn’t been able to detect the mage’s aura. Unlike the use of power, which she could smell over long distances, she could only sense glimmer if a mage was relatively nearby. That either meant this particular mage was beyond her range, or, unlikely as it might be, they were somehow able to mask their aura.

      She lay down that night undecided about how to respond to the situation. There was no way to tell what kind of power the mage had been using on the lake. It seemed likely they were using mage touch either to attack or to fend off predators. If so, they might be capable of the kind of assault threatened by Lars on the mountain. Approaching an unknown mage alone and without support would be folly.

      What could she do? Eventually she drifted off to sleep with the words of Adrastas in her mind. Sending her after Lars and Petria, he had asked her merely to ‘keep an eye’ on them. In the morning she would do some searching. If she found a mage, she would do nothing more than observe them. Then she would send another report to Adrastas.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER 3


          

        

      

    

    
      “This spot seems isolated,” the fisherman told Trisanna as he steered toward the beach. “That suits me. People will raise a ruckus if they hear about our voyage. I’d rather keep it quiet.”

      “Will you stay in Periton?” she asked.

      He nodded. “I won’t risk the monsters a second time. I suppose I could return to Tantel by sea, but there’s no real reason for me to go back. It will be a pity to give up my boat, but I’m not frightened to try somethin’ different. What about you?”

      “I’ll be staying! This is my chance at a new start. I’m not sure what I’ll do, but I’ll find something. It will help if you stay in Periton too,” she said frankly. “The mages who pushed us into the lake will think we perished, which means they might stop chasing me.”

      Before he could ask why she was being chased, she added penitently, “I’m truly sorry for everything I’ve put you through! I’ve upended your life and taken away your livelihood. I can at least give you the money and the gold bar when we arrive. That should help get you a new start.”

      Seeing his uncertainty, she added, “Don’t worry about me! I’ll keep a few coins—enough to last until I find something to do.”

      The moment he landed the boat Trisanna stepped nimbly onto the sand. Closing her eyes, she slowly released a deep sigh of relief.

      Once he had pulled the vessel clear of the water, she fulfilled her promise and gave him most of the coins and the gold bar. The jewel she kept for herself.

      “What’s your name?” he asked.

      “Trisanna,” she replied. “What’s yours?”

      “I’m known as Zeke,” he said with a bow. “I don’t know if it will be safe for you to go wandering around on your own, Trisanna.” He peered at her shyly. “We can be father and daughter if you like. You can go off on your own whenever you’re ready, of course.”

      She brightened immediately. “Thank you, Zeke. Or perhaps I should say, Father,” she added with a self-conscious smile. “You’re very kind.”

      Zeke retrieved anything useful from the boat. Then, turning their backs on the lake and its horrors, they headed inland into Periton, daring to hope for better things.
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        * * *

      

      Reaching the top of another hill, Trisanna paused to catch her breath. She felt tired. After leaving the lake they had headed west until the sun set. They had slept in the open among some trees.

      She had never slept on the ground before. Having done so, she wasn’t eager to repeat the experience. The ground had been hard and uncomfortable—nothing like the soft feather bed she was accustomed to.

      Physical discomfort hadn’t been the only reason she tossed and turned all night. Her restless mind had been reliving the trauma of fleeing on horseback from the only home she had known, followed immediately by the horror of her ordeal on the lake.

      It was hardly surprising she had slept badly.

      Zeke came to a halt beside her. He didn’t have a lot to say, but she didn’t mind. She was grateful for his willingness to listen to her steady flow of words.

      “I miss my horse,” she said ruefully. “I’m starting to become hungry too. Do you think we’re heading in the right direction to find a settlement?”

      He shrugged. “I imagine we’ll find other people soon enough.” From his tone, he seemed to think they might well regret it when they did.

      

      The sun was riding high in the sky when Zeke said to her quietly, “We’re being watched.” He jerked his head toward a ridge to the north of them.

      Spinning around, she immediately began waving her arms excitedly.

      “Apparently you never learned to be cautious around strangers,” he mumbled, rolling his eyes.

      “Surely you don’t think we can be at any risk here,” she said in surprise.

      “That’s coming from a person who saw no risk in sailing to Periton,” he replied gruffly.

      She blushed. “You’re right, of course. I will try to be more careful in future.”

      “I meant no harm,” he said hastily. “I just don’t want to see you hurt.”

      “Don’t worry,” she assured him with a smile. “I’m more resilient than I probably look.”

      As they had been talking, a horse picked its way down from the ridge. A plainly dressed woman was riding it. She appeared to be middle-aged.

      “Our greetings!” called Trisanna enthusiastically the moment the woman was within range. “Is there a market nearby?”

      Hearing a groan from Zeke beside her, she abruptly fell silent.

      “Where are you from?” the rider asked cautiously. “You seem new to these parts.”

      “We’re from the Summer Isles,” Zeke replied with a low bow. “Our accents must sound strange to you. My daughter and I were fishing when the weather turned rough. We were able to land near here. We have coin to pay for plain food and somewhere to lay our heads.”

      “My name is Trisanna, and this is my father, Zeke,” Trisanna added brightly. After a furtive nudge from Zeke she subsided again.

      The stranger had appeared very uncertain, but she seemed to reach a decision.

      “Come with me,” she said. “The town of Sengin isn’t far away. You should be able to find what you need there.”

      “Thank you!” said Trisanna, making no attempt to hide her relief. She set off after the horse, Zeke close behind her.

      “Do many people live in Sengin?” she asked.

      “A few thousand,” the woman replied.

      “So many!” said Trisanna. “It must be a great city!”

      The older woman was smiling in spite of herself. “It’s small compared to Cambrick, our capital.”

      “Oh!” said Trisanna in wonder. She beamed back a smile of her own, grateful to find her mind moving in less gloomy directions at last.

      “You look tired,” said the woman.

      She sighed. “We slept in the open last night. It was the first time I’ve done that. I didn’t enjoy it very much.”

      “I’m sure something more comfortable can be arranged for tonight,” the woman said kindly. Her initial stiffness had vanished entirely. “My name is Inga. I don’t live in Sengin. I’m only visiting—staying with my aunt. She will be able to help you decide what to do. She baked a very delicious cake yesterday, too. Quite a lot of it still needs to be eaten.”

      Trisanna could feel her eyes widening.

      Seeing it, Inga laughed cheerfully. “I think my aunt is going to like you.”
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        * * *

      

      Inga’s instinct had been right. From the way Aunt Jemilla took to Trisanna, she might have been a long-lost niece. By the time they had put away two helpings of cake and freshly baked scones, washed down with plenty of hot tea, everyone had become very relaxed together.

      “I didn’t see much firewood on the pile,” observed Zeke quietly.

      “That particular task brings out the worst in me,” sighed Aunt Jemilla. “These old bones don’t enjoy chopping anymore.”

      With a quick nod, Zeke disappeared outside. Rhythmic sounds of chopping soon drifted in from the yard.

      “He’s a good man, your father!” the older woman exclaimed.

      “He is indeed,” confirmed Trisanna with a faint blush. “He’s very kind.”

      It was becoming obvious to Inga that she’d been over-cautious when first searching for the unknown mage. She had quickly identified Trisanna’s aura, and it hadn’t taken long to find her. Once they met, she soon warmed to the girl. Trisanna’s childhood must have been unusually sheltered. Sweet and unspoiled, she was clearly no threat to anyone.

      According to Inga’s best guess, she was a Compact mage from Tantel. Whether she was there with official approval or not, it was impossible to imagine any nefarious purpose behind her presence.

      With her father busy chopping wood, a perfect opportunity had arisen to find out more. Inga rose to her feet. “Thank you, Aunt! You’re a wonderful cook and a gracious host.”

      Then she turned to Trisanna with a smile. “Would you like to walk in the sunshine with me?”

      “Gladly!” came the unhesitating reply.

      The two of them set off, wandering through the fields near Aunt Jemilla’s house.

      Inga decided to come straight to the point. “Are you a member of the Compact in Antilin, Trisanna?”

      The girl stared back at her wide-eyed. “Wh...why are you asking?” she managed.

      Inga smiled. “It’s obvious that you’re a mage, and you’re not from Periton. And I’ve never heard of mages in the Summer Isles.”

      A deep blush had covered the girl’s face. It wasn’t embarrassment. She was frightened.

      Inga’s smile faded. Something wasn’t right.

      “Are you a Tantellan renegade?” she asked bluntly.

      “I’m no renegade,” the girl protested. Then she added meekly, “Not by choice, anyway.”

      “Are you a Compact mage?”

      She shook her head.

      “Why are you here?”

      The girl looked at her uncertainly.

      “I’m not planning to harm you, Trisanna. And I can’t help you unless I know what’s going on.”

      After staring at Inga for a moment, she seemed to come to a decision. “They were trying to kill me. Not because I did anything bad! Just because of who I am. So I fled. There was nothing else I could do.”

      “Who was trying to kill you?”

      “The mages in Tantel.”

      Inga covered her face with her hands. A new renegade was standing before her. Another person to be destroyed—not because of what she had done, but because of what she was. How could it all be happening again?

      “How did you know I was a mage?” Trisanna asked, her voice trembling.

      “You truly don’t know?”

      She shook her head.

      “By definition, a mage is a person who can detect the use of magical power in others. I am a mage, so I detected your use of power on the lake. I happen to be one of the few mages in Periton who can also detect magical auras, which we also call magical glimmer, or just glimmer. That means I can detect the presence of magic in a mage, even without them having used magical power. That’s how I found you earlier.”

      Trisanna was holding her head in bewilderment. “Just lately I’ve known about it when mages used power near me. But I haven’t seen you using power. How can that be if you’re a mage?”

      “I could be the most powerful mage in the world, but until I use that power other mages won’t be able to detect me. Unless it’s someone like me who can detect magical auras. I’m unusual in another respect as well. Detecting both glimmer and the use of power is my only magical ability. The use of that kind of ability is undetectable by other mages. So you could say I’m an invisible mage. I can sense others, but no one can sense me. Not unless they can detect magical auras.”

      “I have so much to learn! Could you teach me?”

      The girl’s pleading eyes wrenched Inga’s heart. But she couldn’t do it. She’d been in trouble merely for talking to Dalthinir and tending his wounds. Even though he and Kylen had just saved the kingdom.

      She sighed deeply. “I think you’d better tell me your story, Trisanna.”

      The girl nodded compliantly. Sitting down beside the older mage in a meadow, surrounded by wildflowers, she began.

      “I grew up on a remote farm in Tantel. My parents loved me and provided for me, and I was very happy there. I once overheard a private conversation between my parents in which they bemoaned the fact that it would never be safe for me to raise a family of my own. I didn’t understand what they were saying, but I was young enough that I didn’t dwell on it. There was plenty to occupy me growing up.

      “I might have remained on the farm until I grew old and died, except that something strange happened one night. I found out later I’d experienced a magical awakening.

      “One day I was helping myself to some fresh cream when my mother came in. I was embarrassed because I hadn’t asked first, and I wished she couldn’t see me. To my astonishment, that’s exactly what happened. I was amazed. I then wished she could see me, and she shrieked in surprise when I suddenly appeared. She was very alarmed by what had happened. I couldn’t understand why—I thought it was exciting!”

      She shook her head sadly. “My parents came to me that night and told me the truth. They said I’d become a mage, and that my magical ability was illusion. They said it would get me into serious trouble. I promised not to use it anymore, but they said it wouldn’t make any difference. I didn’t fully understand at the time. But I understand now, after what you told me. Sooner or later I’d have been found out even if I never used magic at all.”

      Tears came to her eyes. “That wasn’t the end of it. They told me they weren’t my natural parents. They said they couldn’t have loved me more if I’d been their child. I believe them too! They were always wonderful to me. They said I was the daughter of the previous king of Tantel, King Nolan. He’d had a brief affair late in his life, and I was the result. He never knew he made the woman pregnant. For my own safety, she sent me away as soon as I was born.”

      Inga was wide-eyed now. “So you’re the half-sister of the current king?”

      She nodded. “I used to think my parents were overprotective, but I understand why now. They told me if the king ever found out he had a half sister, he would kill me without hesitation. Everyone knows he isn’t a good man. That’s why they thought it wouldn’t be safe for me to have a family. Any children I had would be related to the king, and that would complicate things even more—for me and for them.

      “That was only the beginning. They told me my birth mother was a mage. That’s why I have magical powers. Apparently members of the royal family and mages aren’t supposed to have children together. It threatens the stability of the kingdom or something. And it got even worse. It wasn’t just the king who would want me dead. They told me the mages would want to kill me too—because they hadn’t been involved in my magical awakening.”

      The tears were flowing now. “Not long after that people came looking for me. I don’t know how they found out about me or where I was living. I hid myself using magic and they went away. I suppose none of them could have been mages, because they didn’t detect what I was doing. But they said mages would be there soon. My parents gave me a horse and some valuables and told me to flee for my life. They’d try to cover for me as long as they could. I could see that I was putting them at great risk by staying there, so I left immediately. Hopefully they’re safe now that I’m gone.

      “I decided my only chance was to get to Periton, so I headed for the lake. I’d heard about the monsters, but I thought it was just talk.

      “The mages must have arrived at the farm not long after I left, because they were never far behind me. When I reached the lake I met Zeke. He’s a fisherman. He’s also very kind. I convinced him to take me out on his boat. Then the mages arrived. When they saw us in the boat, they used magic to push us away from the shore. They must have expected the monsters would get us. And that’s very nearly what happened!”

      She had gone pale. “It was terrible! The monsters are worse than any nightmare. We only escaped because I hid us with illusion.”

      She peered at Inga with pleading eyes. “I came to Periton so people wouldn’t chase me anymore. All I want is to live a quiet life. I’m not a bad person, Inga! Truly I’m not!”

      Inga opened her arms wide and drew her in. Then she held her tightly. The unexpected sympathy undid the girl completely, and she wept loudly, her body shaking with her sobs. Inga continued to hold her. Her own insides were twisting unmercifully. She didn’t doubt for a minute that the girl was telling the truth.

      It was heart wrenching. To the royals of Tantel, Trisanna was a cast-off, an inconvenient disruption to the official bloodlines. To the mages of both kingdoms she was an outcast, a magical threat to the established order. She was another person with nothing but death to look forward to, a death she had done nothing to deserve.

      Why did it have to be Inga who found her?

      The more important question was why people had to be destroyed solely because of who they were. Her whole being rebelled against the inhumanity of it.

      She could not and would not allow it to happen. She decided at that moment she would not rest until she found a way to save the Tantellan reject.
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        Two months earlier

      

      

      The night was well advanced when a loud voice startled the chief master of Tantel into wakefulness. Sitting up abruptly, he peered around in the dark. He saw nothing out of the ordinary. The isolation of his tower room made it unlikely that anyone had called from nearby. Had it been a dream?

      Climbing out of his bed, Kharkin lit a candle and swung open the heavy wooden door of his room. He found no one lurking on the stairs. The air outside the room was bitingly cold, prompting him to hastily close the door again and reach for his robe.

      Cold seemed to ooze perpetually from the tower walls in defiance of the seasons. Pulling his robe closer around him, he moved to one of the narrow windows and gazed down at the city of Antilin, the capital of Tantel. Heavy cloud cover made it the blackest of nights, with the darkness punctuated only by the tiny lights flickering below.

      Turning his back on the window, he returned his thoughts to the mysterious voice, still clear in his mind. “Seek the amulet!” it had urged.

      Where had the voice come from? What could it have meant? He wondered if his imagination had been playing games with him.

      Only one amulet came readily to mind. The Amulet of Zinth was reputed to bestow great powers on the bearer. Any mage capable of mastering it could supposedly face a tidal wave without flinching.

      But it had long been lost. To the best of his knowledge, it had not been sighted since before the Great Desolation.

      Something was niggling away at the back of his mind, but he was unable to grasp hold of it and bring it into the open. It had something to do with an old document, but beyond that he could be certain of nothing. After wrestling with it for a few minutes, he shook his head in frustration. It probably just needed time, but he had never been a patient man.

      It must have been two or three hours before dawn, and for a moment he considered returning to bed. But he quickly acknowledged to himself he had little chance of getting back to sleep. His ever-restless mind was hard at work, preoccupied with the amulet.

      With a grunt of resignation he dressed and headed for the stairs. After reaching the bottom he set out for the massive building that housed the library of Tantel’s Compact. It was closed and locked for the night, but as head mage he had a key that gave access through the rear entrance. As soon as he was inside, he snuffed out his candle and searched for a glow globe to replace it.

      Candlelight was, of course, strictly forbidden in the library due to the risk of fire. Mages had instead devised a simple but effective alternative. Constructed from thick glass shaped into a sphere and mounted on a sturdy wooden stand, the glow globe emanated light from a radiant ball of fire within.

      The luminance from his globe was noticeably feeble, but replenishing it was a simple task given his elements ability with fire.

      The library had a basement that housed the oldest records, and he set off toward the narrow wooden staircase at the rear of the building. Holding his glow globe high, he slowly descended. Navigating stairs without handrails was always going to be hazardous, even with light to penetrate the darkness. He discovered he’d been holding his breath when he heaved a sigh of relief upon reaching the bottom.

      The basement was large and only partially organized. Immediately before him, countless scrolls and stacked parchments sat neatly on shelves that reached to the ceiling. The rear section of the basement was a different matter. Strewn with old scrolls and parchments, it must have been the only part of the library untouched by the librarian.

      Seeing the chaos once more, Kharkin shook his head. It was time he did something about it.

      It wasn’t difficult to guess at the reason for the disorder. This place almost reeked of the current librarian’s predecessor. The man had been her mentor, and it was widely accepted that she revered him. He had died at a good old age, but with his mind undimmed to the end.

      The oldest manuscripts lay in an untidy heap in the far corner of the room, and he decided to begin exploring in that location.

      Many of the documents were difficult to read, either because the writing had faded, or because the paper—or animal skin in the case of parchments—had become fragile with age. He could almost hear the librarian fussing over the delicate condition of the records, even in her absence. He was extremely careful, so she would have had no reason to worry.

      The task quickly became tedious. Too often, after a long struggle to decipher the writing on the latest document, he found its subject matter of no interest whatever. All he could do was set it down carefully and retrieve another. His biggest challenge was the lack of any clear idea about what he was looking for.

      He’d been at it for a couple of hours when he finally called to mind what he’d been trying to remember.

      Supposedly, the previous librarian had stumbled upon forbidden documents. Kharkin had been a young mage at the time, and he’d found the very idea of it tantalizing. Forbidden documents suggested dragon magic. It was widely accepted that human magic had its origin with dragons, and even in the absence of dragons, no one doubted that dragon magic held the potential to greatly magnify mage abilities. He felt sure there’d also been some mention of the Amulet of Zinth, although he had never heard more than that.

      The fuss had quickly gone quiet. As head mage he well understood what must have happened. The chief master at the time would have immediately ordered the documents to be destroyed.

      But what if that had never happened? If anyone had sought to preserve them, it would have been the librarian. Librarians had a reputation of abhorring even the notion of destroying documents, especially old documents. If they still survived, it would be because the librarian had hidden them somewhere.

      After a couple of hours of searching, Kharkin discovered a manuscript authored by Master Arbilis. He had been chief master in the Methesian capital, Ettaran, at the time of the Great Desolation, when dragons had turned on humans. The writing was so faint it was barely legible. It was titled, Magical Governance, by Master Arbilis.

      Kharkin began reading slowly.
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        A head mage is pressed upon by many challenges, not least the oversight of magical expression in a kingdom where magical ability is entirely absent in most of the population, including every member of the royal family. The question of bloodlines is a matter of cruciality. The prohibition of intermarriage between royalty and families with mage abilities has preserved the boundaries between political power and magical power. It has also been vital for stability in the kingdom. At the same time it has raised a number of challenging issues. For the sake of those who come after me, I have decided to record my thoughts on these and other key issues related to magical governance.

      

      

      

      As head mage, such a document ought to be of interest to him. Nevertheless, he discarded it at once and returned to the search.

      Three hours of frustration lay behind him when he stood up to stretch his legs. By then dawn must have been close. Wandering about aimlessly, he found himself in a corner of the room covered with old manuscripts. Pushing them aside moodily with one foot, he stepped into the corner and leaned against the wall.

      As his foot landed, the floorboard creaked. Curious, he planted his foot again. The floor was definitely creaking. A quick check of the surrounding floorboards showed no such effect.

      Greatly intrigued, he knelt to examine the floorboard. It was loose.

      After trial and error he discovered a way to lever up the loose floorboard. With growing excitement he pulled it free and peered into the gap below. His glow globe revealed a small mound of documents. Reaching in carefully, he gingerly grasped the document on top of the pile and lifted it clear of its hiding place.

      It was a parchment made of animal skin, cracked with age, with words still visible on its surface. With trembling hands, he brought it closer to the light, focusing his attention entirely on the spindly script before him. Unfamiliar at first, the words began to make sense once he recognized familiar characters in the flowery handwriting. The document opened with the following lines.
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        Ode to the Fallen One is a perilous tome. To open it is enough to release power beyond the comprehension of any human mage. Any who dares read it cannot emerge unchanged.

      

      

      

      The document it referred to, Ode to the Fallen One, was almost legendary. It was also very much banned. Kharkin felt certain he had stumbled on a treasure trove of forbidden documents, almost certainly the one that had caused so much consternation during his early years as a mage. As head mage his duty was to destroy them. He had no intention of doing so.

      The faintest of glows had begun to penetrate the basement. Dawn must have broken.

      He ground his teeth in irritation, knowing he could be disturbed at any moment. His only option was to come back to view these documents at a later time.

      Replacing the parchment, he returned the loose floorboard to its original position. Then he did his best to return the corner of the room to the state in which he had found it.

      He had no desire to explain to the librarian why he was there. Hurrying up the stairs as quickly as he dared, he extinguished his glow globe and unlocked the back door.

      He was barely in time. Sunlight was shining brightly, and the librarian was arriving as he hurried away. She called to him cheerily. “You’re up and about early, Chief Master!”

      Waving without bothering to reply, he hurried back to his tower.

      The day that followed couldn’t end soon enough for Kharkin. His meetings felt interminable, and he became increasingly ill humored as the day progressed. Even after night had fallen he forced himself to wait.

      He finally returned to the library at a little before midnight. Letting himself in, he headed for the basement.

      He had barely arrived when he saw another glow globe waving up and down as it descended the stairs.

      “Chief Master! I didn’t expect to see you here at such an hour.”

      The librarian was smiling, but he was left in no doubt that she was there to keep watch over her domain. Her vigilance could only have been prompted by his unannounced visit earlier that day.

      “Can I help you locate anything in particular?”

      “I have vague memories of an old document on the topic of magical governance. I thought it might be of some interest. I couldn’t sleep last night, and early this morning I decided to look for it. Without success, unfortunately.” It was fortunate indeed that he had glimpsed this particular document on his previous visit.

      She revealed no sign of suspicion at his smoothly delivered lies. “Perhaps I can help,” she offered.

      Stepping past him, she found her way to the right general area. After selecting and discarding no more than four or five manuscripts, she held one up. “Was it written by Master Arbilis?”

      “It was!” he agreed, hoping he didn’t look as disgruntled as he felt.

      She handed it to him. “As you know, it isn’t permitted to remove old documents from the library. I’m happy to wait while you read it, though.”

      Retrieving a stool, she parked herself on it and sat watching him.

      Had his reason for being there been legitimate, he never would have tolerated her officiousness. He had the feeling she knew it, too.

      He read the document carefully, even while his mind was busy working over possible plans. When he reached the end, he returned it to her.

      “It was stimulating to read Master Arbilis’s insights. He had some useful things to say,” he observed.

      “Which section did you find most illuminating?” she asked innocently.

      “The passage near the end where he noted the slow but steady decline over many generations in the proportion of the human population exhibiting magical abilities.”

      She nodded. “If I remember correctly, he said the proportion of mages had decreased by one third over the previous hundred years.”

      “He said the decrease was by one quarter,” he corrected her.

      “Ah. I’m sure you’re right,” she said.

      If she hoped to test whether he had given the document more than a cursory glance, she was wasting her time. He had an unusual gift—one that allowed him to visualize precisely any document he had seen. A single viewing was enough.

      What was more remarkable was that she not only knew where to find the document he asked for, she had read it and remembered it well enough to recall its contents.

      There was more to her than he had guessed. He felt sure she knew about the hidden documents. Why else was she hovering protectively in the basement? He didn’t doubt she would check to see if he removed them.

      Fortunately for him, removing them wasn’t actually necessary. He only needed to view them. His exceptional memory would allow him to revisit them whenever it suited him.

      The real risk was making her suspicious. If she thought he had discovered the documents, or even that he was likely to, she would almost certainly relocate them. He couldn’t afford to let that happen.

      He saw only one way forward. He would need to avoid the library completely until her suspicions faded.
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