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Chapter two

Chapter One





THIS IS AN ARC-BETA COPY OF RELENTLESS MAGE





Fern reined in her horse at the edge of Lady Rhyssa’s drive, noting the rutted ground where wagons had been driven back and forth. Trampled hedges. A low stone wall partially collapsed near the orchard.

Smoke drifted thinly from a cookfire set far too close to the outer gardens.Too close to be burning brush, and Fern didn’t recall seeing any smokehouses that close to the manor. There was no sign of anyone working the grounds, and no signs that staff had been maintaining the estate.

That did not bode well for Lady Rhyssa, who had sheltered them and helped them escape when So’har Salkyr’s soldiers had come to arrest them. The woman gave was one of the most high respected and admired members of Salkyr’s nobility. Widowed and wealthy, she hosted lavish entertainments. She was also one of the small group dedicated to overthrowing the crowned ruler of the realm. So’har Salkyr was extravagant and self-serving, his own House and many of his noblemen now more concerned with lining their pockets than tending the needs of their people. 

“Looks like Salkyr’s men haven’t exactly been considerate,” Nivalia muttered.

Kadaris slid down from her saddle beside Fern, her gaze fixed on the house itself. One of the decorative statues along the path had been toppled and left where it fell, marble face half-buried in the mud.

Taijin said nothing, but his jaw tightened. 

At the gate, two guards straightened as the group approached.

“Hold there,” one called. He wore Salkyr’s colors openly, as if nothing in the world had changed. “This property is under military authority.”

Fern could see a half a dozen of Salkyr’s soldiers lounging near the front lawn, some seated on overturned crates, others leaning against spears stuck point-first into the ground. It looked like they were in the middle of a game of dice. Soldiers who were bored and not being held to any form of discipline.

She wasn’t the only one who saw the state of things. The others looked equally distressed and she nodded to the four crown soldiers, who had ridden with them. The captain's name was Ilkamar, a no-nonsense kind of disposition. From his eye for logistics and the way he kept his gear in perfect order, Fern guessed this man had joined the army young and had committed his life to being a soldier.  

Davinar had also sent two other men, high enough ranking to speak  with authority in Salkyr. And Nivalia had joined them, one of Davinar’s trusted team. She guessed the woman had been romantically attached to the newly crowned so’har but had never quite figured out what the connection or understanding might be between the two. One thing she guessed: whatever might have been between them had changed the moment Davinar had won his battle to unseat his corrupt predecessor.

Fern liked Nivalia and knew the woman was reliable in a fight and had a good head on her shoulders. That was the only real information Fern found relevant. She glanced sideways to Nivalia, saw that she was also taking in the scene in front of them, assessing numbers, and dispositions.

They had been given two immediate directives: free Lady Rhyssa and find Merrick. Davinar had insisted on going himself but was convinced that his presence was needed where he was. There were still proclamations to be made official, writs for arrests, and interrogations of their prisoners. Davinar and Andrynir had a fairly good idea about who was loyal to Salkyr and who was corrupt, but they still had to go through the procedures. So, Davinar had reluctantly agreed to send Fern with a few trusted officers. As they had left, he took Fern aside and looked her in the eye.

“Make sure they are safe. Bring Merrick back.”

So they had been given the best horses and ridden out at full speed. The fear was that soldiers would get wind of the situation and execute anyone they could as a last act of retribution.

Seeing the cue, they spread out instinctively, hands near hilts, eyes sharp.

The men at the gate stiffened immediately, swords drawn. 

Ilkamar straightened up and, using a voice that was used to having authority, he addressed the two guards on duty. “This estate belongs to Lady Rhyssa. By order of the Crown, all unauthorized forces are to withdraw immediately.”

The guard snorted. “The Crown?” He glanced at his companion, then back at her. “I don’t see no crowns here. This is Salkyr land and we’re going to defend it against any crown seizure.”

Ilkamar stepped forward and produced the writ, snapping it open so the seal caught the light. “You are ordered to stand down. Both of you. You are under arrest for unlawful seizure of noble property and—”

The guard laughed.

Not a nervous laugh. Not disbelief.

A full, barking laugh that carried across the lawn.

“Arrest us?” the second guard said, pushing himself off the gatepost. “You hear that, Jerrin?”

Several of the soldiers near the house turned, interest piqued. One rose slowly, stretching as if this were entertainment rather than danger.

“You’ve got nerve,” Jerrin said, eyes sliding over Fern, then Kadaris. He paused for a moment, then smirked. “Bringing a crown lackey and a handful of men to take an estate claimed by Lord Salkyr.”

“Salkyr has been overthrown,” Fern said flatly. “His authority is void.”

That earned her another round of laughter.

“Sure he has,” Jerrin said. “And I suppose next you’ll tell us the rebels are heroes and mages can fly.”

Fern heard a high pitched whistling sound and spun around, trying to see where it had come from as she instinctively ducked to avoid being hit by an arrow.

As she did, she also saw Kadaris’s shield going up, deflecting the incoming crossbow bolt that was soon followed by two others. All three of them fell to the ground harmlessly.

The soldiers bristled, seeing this blatant attack on them but Ilkamar held up a hand, restraining them. Instead, he took another step forward, his tone level but the kind an officer used on soldiers who were disobeying an order. “This is not a matter for debate. Lay down your weapons. Now.”

Behind the gate, one of the lounging soldiers rose to his feet, hand settling on his spear. Another followed suit.

Fern felt the shift in the soldiers on both sides of the confrontation. The wind stirred the leaves overhead, and for a moment she was acutely aware of how exposed they all were and how easily this could turn against them.

Nivalia edged forward and leaned slightly toward her. “They don’t want to believe it. For some of these men it’s about coin but for the others, it’s going to be their pride. They won’t want to admit they backed a corrupt overlord. They’re going to put up a fight.”

Had they not just seen Kadaris use magic against them, Fern suspected they might have charged. Might have tried to make a stand, a defense of the place they had been ordered to hold, regardless of their reasons.

Ilkamar met Jerrin’s gaze without flinching. “Last warning.”

Jerrin’s smile widened. “Or what?”

For a heartbeat, no one moved.

Then Ilkamar gave a sharp signal, and the crown soldiers stepped forward in unison—measured, disciplined, steel hissing softly as blades were drawn.

Jerrin’s smile faltered, just a fraction.

Then Kadaris summoned something, Fern didn’t know what. A glowing ball of light but it looked scary. As she did, she stepped forward, as though she were prepared to hurl it at anyone who attacked them again.

“Think carefully,” Ilkamar said. “You don’t want this fight,” he warned them, glancing sideways at Kadaris and then back to the men. His meaning was clear. “You can’t win, and if you force this, you won’t be arguing about who rules this land anymore. You’ll be answering for what you’ve done to it. You’ll be answering to Lord Davinar and to the crown in Canowin”

“Now, if you lay down your arms, without resistance, you can plead your case to Lord Davinar, who is the ruling sovereign in Salkyr, now.”

The soldier spat, looking doubtful. “This sounds like a ruse to me. A ruse to get us to surrender without a fight.”

Nivalia stepped out in front. “I know most of you are good soldiers. You’re following the orders of your commanding officers. But those officers are corrupt. They’ve been taking bribes and looting coffers for years. You all know this is true, even though no one wanted to talk about it. No one wanted to do anything about it. Well, we did. We stood up to Salkyr. People like Andrynir and others, who love this realm, more than they love the gold in their pockets. And Salkyr was given a choice. He thought he could continue to take the gold out of your pockets forever. We said, ‘No More.’ Salkyr made his play. He tried to defeat us and failed. Because the gods know we speak the truth. You’re supporting a corrupt and deposed overlord, man. He made his stand and was captured. He’s being tried for crimes against the realm even as we speak. By the time you could get to him, he won’t even be alive. This fight is already over. You’re defending a lie, man.”

That seemed to get them. Hearing the words spoken plainly, by one of their own people in terms laid out plain put a spark of doubt in the men. The man they’d been speaking to looked around uneasily, as though hoping a ranking officer would show up, taking this decision out of his hands.

Was there a ranking officer there? Fern wondered if these men had been left at the estate with orders to keep watch. 

As a show of faith, Nivalia sheathed her sword and held out her hands as if to say, what will you do next?

A tense moment followed, then Fern noted the tiny slump of shoulders and then, a moment later, the man let out a breath and sighed, nodding. He sheathed his sword and unhooked his sword belt. Once that happened, the others followed suit.

Likely none of them wanted to take the chance they were wrong. 

Well done, Nivalia. She’d given them an honorable way out of a fight they wouldn’t be able to win.

Once they were disarmed, Ilkamar nodded for his men to go forward and they took down the soldiers’ names and began questioning them.

Who is stationed here?

How many soldiers are in the area?

Who is your commanding officer?

Fern didn’t stick around to listen. Sorting out Salkyr’s soldiers wasn’t her concern, wasn’t her mission. A friend and ally might be in danger. That concerned her far more than who these men were. It would only take one vengeful soldier to slit the woman’s throat as a last gesture off defiance. She turned to Nivalia and another of the soldiers and nodded towards the house. “We need to go find Rhyssa.”

Ilkamar heard her and looked at her, nodding. “Go,” he said, before turning back to the business at hand.

So Fern and Nivalia headed up the steps to the front doors, which were ajar. 








  
  

Chapter three

Chapter Two





The entry hall smelled faintly of cold smoke and damp wool. A tapestry along the west wall sagged where one of its hooks had come loose. Mud tracked across the polished floor, half-cleaned and left to dry in streaks. Someone had stacked crates meant for the cellar directly beneath a window, as if they hadn’t bothered to learn where anything belonged. 

Rhyssa would never have left her home in this state. The woman paid an incredible amount of attention to every dish, every bit of fabric, being perfect. She treated her staff well but expected impeccable work from them.

Looking around, a sense of dread hit Fern.

They moved through the house, checking rooms as they went.  In the sitting room, she saw where chairs had been dragged out of place, a small table had gotten scorched where a lantern had been set down thoughtlessly.She also began checking the floors for any traces of blood. Fortunately, despite the wreckage, Fern didn’t see signs of bloodshed; and she doubted these men would go to any great length to remove that kind of evidence.

 But the room was empty, so they moved on. The study door stood open, papers disturbed and cast about, as if no one had known what they were looking at. Fern’s jaw tightened.

Barely a week, and already the place was in complete disarray.

“She’s not here,” Nivalia said quietly.

“Not on the ground floor, anyway” Fern replied.

They reached the stairs. Fern took them two at a time, her sense of urgency growing with each step. The house was silent—too silent for someone supposedly under watch.

At the top landing, she turned—

—and collided hard with a solid chest.

Hands caught her shoulders automatically, steadying her before she could react. For a split second, her instincts screamed threat—

Then she looked up.

Vesryn stood there, frozen as if the world had narrowed to that single moment.

His face was thinner than she remembered. His hair was pulled back carelessly instead of neatly tied. There was a faint bruise along his jaw, yellowing at the edges, and a tension in his posture that spoke of sleepless nights more than injury.

He looked at her for a moment, confused. Fern realized she looked very different than the woman in silks and gowns. But then his expression changed, becoming surprised but not in a pleasant way.

“You,” he said.

No anger or rage.

Just… flat. Disbelieving.

Behind her, Nivalia stopped short, hand tightening on her weapon.

“Vesryn,” Fern said, steadying herself. His name tasted unfamiliar now.

For a heartbeat, neither of them moved.

Then his expression hardened, a flash of rage in his expression and he slapped Fern across the face.

Fern hadn’t expected that and had she not just made a long ride with few rests, she may have anticipated this kind of reaction. Instead, her knee-jerk reaction was very different, and Vesyrn doubled over as her knee slammed into his crotch.

Nivalia instantly drew her sword, ready to defend Fern. Fern’s hand went to her face. It stung like the nine hells and her vision blurred. Vesryn had struck her with the full fury of a man betrayed.

“No,” Fern murmured to Nivalia. “It’s ok.” 

 She looked at Vesryn, trying to bring his face into focus. 

It took him a moment to collect himself and straighten up. His jaw tightened. “Maren,” he barked the name as though it were a command, his voice carrying down the stairs and likely outside. “Jerrin. To the house. Now. Arrest this woman!” He reached out to grab hold of Fern. 

This time, she saw the move, the shifting of posture an instant before he reached for her. She stepped out of the way, deflecting him with a practiced sweep of her arm.

Vesryn’s eyes widened in surprise, then narrowed tightly. The depth of Fern’s betrayal and the extent of her fabrications hitting him.

Nivalia stiffened behind Fern.

Fern didn’t move. She held her ground and shook her head.

“They won’t be coming,” she explained, her voice remaining calm and neutral.

Vesryn’s eyes snapped back to her. “You don’t give orders here. This is Salkyr property and you have committed treason! You are under arrest for crimes against the so’har and against Salkyr. You’re under arrest for treason, espionage, and conspiracy against—””

Fern shook her head, and immediately regretted the action, as the room began to spin for a moment and everything went blurry. “Salkyr has been overthrown,” Fern said, cutting him off. “Your men have already stood down.”

The words landed harder than any slap.

For a moment, he looked at her as if she’d spoken nonsense.

Then he laughed. Once. Harsh. “You expect me to believe that?”

“Your overlord was corrupt. You must know that. Too many people knew that. Good people stood up against it.”

“Traitors! Traitors to the rightful crown ruler. Treason and a defiance of the gods themselves.”

“Is it not treason when a lord steals from his own people? When he fattens his coffers and places the blame for their hardship on non-existent taxes and tariffs? I believe you are a good man, a good commander, but you are following a ruler who never deserved your loyalty.”

His stance widened, solid and practiced. A soldier bracing for conflict. “I follow orders,” he said. “That’s my duty. I don’t get to decide whether they’re comfortable or convenient.”

“And when those orders are corrupt?” Fern asked quietly. “When they violate the oaths you swore?”

“My oath,” he snapped, “was to my sovereign.”

“No,” she said, just as sharply. “Your oath was to the realm. To protect its people. To uphold its laws.”

He stared at her, fury blazing now. “You don’t get to lecture me about oaths. About loyalty. About trust!”

“Because I betrayed yours?” she asked.

That hit.

“You used me,” Vesryn said, the words bitter, stripped of formality. “You danced and pranced and courted my favor, my attention! And all that time, you were spying. Stealing documents. Feeding the rebels information through my back.”

Fern didn’t deny it.

“Yes,” she said. “I did.”

Nivalia’s breath caught softly behind her, but Fern didn’t look away. Fern knew that this was personal to Vesryn, now. As much as it was about his life as a regarded captain, it was also about the false pretense of his entire relationship with Fern. 

And he was right. She had courted him, used all the skills she’d learned as a courtesan, taken him as her lover. And drugged him in his sleep so she could gain access to sensitive documents.

The admission hung between them, bare and unvarnished.

“But I didn’t betray the realm,” she continued. “And neither have you. Not yet.”

He looked at her sharply.

“Your men outside surrendered,” she said. “They weren’t punished. They were relieved of duty and taken into custody under Crown authority. No bloodshed. No retribution.”

His breath came slow and controlled now, fury wrestling with something more complex: doubt.

“You expect me to just… stand down?” he demanded.

“I expect you to remember why you became a soldier,” Fern said. “And to decide whether you serve the realm—or a man who has already fallen.”

He stared at her, smoldering anger still there but now he was considering things with a soldier’s calculation. Following Nivalia’s earlier example, she was giving this man an honorable way out, hinting that he would not be judged for what he had done before, but would assuredly be judged for what he did next.

“Your men have stood down. They will be taken to Davinar to account for themselves. Likely, most of them will keep their positions and be allowed to continue serving, under a better regime. They would likely take heart if you led them in this. Likely there will be a lot of questions for you. More than for them. But unless there is evidence of your own personal corruption, I think Davinar will be grateful for men who are loyal to their oaths.”

As she said this, she looked to Nivalia for confirmation. The woman nodded. “Davinar will need help rooting out the worst of the corruption. As a commanding officer who was trusted by Salkyr, you are in a unique position to be of service to the realm.”

Vesryn stood there, listening, taking in the advice. His shoulders were taut and his jaw worked. Fern didn’t envy his position. Betray a lord he had taken an oath to serve? Stand by Salkyr and die for his overlord? Live to serve the people he was sworn to, or to take revenge?

Stand by your men. She said a silent prayer that Vesryn would protect the men under him, of nothing else. 

Nivalia stepped in, the reasonable voice of a soldier. “Commander, go to your men. They will look to you for guidance now. They need their commanding officer with them. They need you.”

That was the deciding factor. Ultimately, Vesryn was an honorable man and he would feel a responsibility for his soldiers.

Fern watched as he stiffened for a moment but then stepped aside, allowing Fern to pass and giving himself the space to go down the broad staircase.

“I came on Lord Davinar’s orders to assure Lady Rhyssa’s safety. Where is she?”

In response, he just nodded stiffly down the hallway and then turned abruptly, his boots thudding on his way down the stairs.








  
  

Chapter four

Chapter Three





Watching his back, Fern felt horrible. There was a genuine hurt in Vesryn’s eyes. 

You knew what you were doing.

“Come on,” Nivalia tugged at Fern’s sleeve. 

She shook herself, forcing herself not to think about it. 

Right. Rhyssa.The woman had been made a prisoner in her own home. And she’d gone out of her way to hide them all, giving them a chance to get away. She sighed in relief, to know she was alive. 

“Rhyssa?” Fern called out, raising her voice to carry down the hallway.

No response. That didn’t surprise Fern. The manor was large enough, and the doors all sturdy enough, to muffle the sound of her voice.

They found Rhyssa in a small library that looked out over the grounds, facing the back of the estate.

She looked up, surprised. “Ferran,” she exclaimed, snapping a book shut. “What are you doing here? What’s happened? Where’s Davinar?”

Fern and Nivalia came into the room, checking for any additional guards that might be lurking.

But the room was empty except for Rhyssa and a silver cat perched in the window sill.

Fern rushed across the room, embracing the woman who had taken her in. “I’m so glad you’re safe. They didn’t hurt you, did they?”

Rhyssa hugged Fern back, and then pulled away, as they looked each other over. “Tsk. You look like you’ve been through the wars,” Rhyssa tsked several times.

“I’m fine.” Fern brushed the woman’s concern aside. “How are you?” Fern noticed the woman looked fairly comfortable, but there were still shadows under her eyes. 

“I’m fine,” Rhyssa assured her. “I’ve had the run of the house for the most part, although most of the time there’s been a guard keeping an eye on me.” Then she looked around. “Where are the guards, anyway? What’s going on? Please tell me the boy is safe.” That last bit came out as more of a prayer than a question.

“He’s safe,” Fern assured her. “They’ve taken Salkyr and most of his soldiers have been laying down their arms. Khasu retreated, the crown arrived with soldiers coming through a portal. Kadaris blew up the foundry but it turned out to be a trap…” Fern realized she was rambling and telling things wildly out of order by the look of utter bewilderment on Rhyssa’s face.

“You’re making as much sense as a drunk compass.”

Fern suddenly had an image in her head of what that might look like. A circular wheel. Would it spin wildly or would it wobble one way and then another without ever actually spinning?

“Sorry,” she mumbled, feeling foolish. She straightened up, noting that Nivalia had stayed by the door, keeping watch. A head much clearer than her own.

“I’ve sent the servants away. I didn’t want to risk anything happening to them, with all those soldiers milling about with not a thing to keep them occupied,” Rhyssa said, straightening her skirts. “But I think we can manage some tea, and I can find some of the cakes I’d hidden away where the soldiers wouldn’t find them.”

Fern shook her head in disbelief. Here was Rhyssa, who’d been under a kind of house arrest with soldiers commandeering her home, and she easily slipped right back into the role of gracious host.

“Actually, tea sounds really nice,” Fern said.

“I’d rather have the cakes,” Nivalia called out from the door. “And some brandy to wash them down.”

“If what you say is true, you’ve both earned far more than that. Let us go downstairs and you can explain what happened,” she glanced sideways at Fern, “in a way that makes sense.”

Fern stepped aside for Rhyssa and followed the two women towards the top of the stairs. It had been a long ride to the estate and the promise of hot tea and cakes was very appealing. Perhaps afterwards, there would be time to wash up and stop racing around for more than two moments.

She followed behind Rhyssa, back down the hall towards the stairs where she’d confronted Vesryn. 

The tiniest whisper of sound was the only warning Fern had. Instincts kicked in and she saw a soldier lunging at her.

He must have come from one of the other rooms. Must have overheard them and waited for his moment.

Fern ducked, his sword whizzing past the place where her head had been a moment before.

The soldier had over-committed, driven by rage, and she used that, pivoting inside his reach before he could recover.

It also gave her a moment to draw her own sword, shorter than his but likely more effective in a close fight on the stairs. 

He growled, slashing sideways. Fern brought her forearm up, catching the flat of the blade on her bracer and twisting hard. The impact jolted up her arm, jolting her shoulder, but the move turned the edge aside. She drove a short elbow into his ribs and felt the breath go out of him.

Surprisingly, he didn’t fall.

Instead, he surged forward with a snarl, still trying to suck in a breath of air, his shoulder-checking her into the banister. She felt the railing flex, but it held. Pain flared along her side as she struck it but she tried to ignore it, rolling with the blow. She let herself slide, then hooked a foot behind his ankle and yanked.

He stumbled, cursed, and chopped down blindly. Fern kicked off the wall and slipped past the strike, coming up behind him. She rapped the back of his knee with the hilt of her dagger. Bone thudded; he grunted, buckling for half a heartbeat.

He spun, wild now, eyes bright with something like relief. “For the Sovereign,” he snarled, and lunged again.

When he thrust, she swatted the blade aside and slid in, shoulder to chest, driving him into the narrow space by the stairwell. He slammed into the wall and came back swinging.

This time the edge bit into her arm.

Fern hissed, more in irritation than fear, and seized his wrist before he could withdraw. She twisted, stepped through, and threw her weight into a practiced turn. The sword clattered to the floor.

He tried to grapple, hauling her close, breath ragged against her ear. “I’ll die before I—”

She cut him off with a sharp headbutt.

The soldier reeled. Fern shoved him hard, sending him sprawling against the stairs. He scrambled, reaching for the dropped blade, but she was already there—boot pinning his hand, dagger at his throat.

For a long moment, he stared up at her, chest heaving, eyes burning with fury and despair. Then the fight went out of him all at once. His hand slackened beneath her boot.

Fern stepped back, keeping the blade trained on him until she was sure he wouldn’t rise again. Only then did she press a palm to her arm, grimacing as the cut made itself known.

She glanced toward the stairs, listening. The house was quiet again and the danger had passed, for now.

“Stay down,” she told the soldier, and turned, already moving to rejoin the others. “We need some rope–”

“Ferran! Behind you!” Nivalia shouted. 

The soldier ripped a dagger from his belt and lunged, no guard, no hesitation, aiming straight for her chest. Fern saw it in his eyes even as the blade flashed. The man knew his fate was sealed and his only hope now was to take Fern down with him. 

There was no time to evade, no space to disarm without losing the moment. She stepped in instead, turned her wrist to grab her own dagger and drive it up beneath his ribs. The impact stopped him short. The dagger slipped from his hand as he sagged against her, breath leaving him in a broken sound, and then she eased him to the floor with a dull thud.

She looked up to see Rhyssa looking stunned and Nivalia, sword drawn, ready to jump in if she’d been needed. It had all happened so quickly and was over almost as fast as it had begun.

“I’m fine,” Fern assured them both. “But we should probably search the house to make sure there aren’t any more suicidal soldiers lurking in the corners.”

Nivalia nodded, shifting the grip on her sword. “I think that’s a smart idea. Once the soldiers outside are dealt with, we can go through the estate and make sure every last man is accounted for.”

“Your arm,” Rhyssa exclaimed. 

Fern looked down, only now noticing the blood seeping through her sleeve. Now that she saw it, it began to sting. She peeled the fabric back for a quick look. She winced, knowing a graze like that would leave a scar.

There had been a time that thought would have mortified her, and she would be contriving stories to account for it. An unfortunate boating accident. A broken pane of glass. Now, she shrugged it off. “It’s not that bad. It looks worse than it is.” She had watched Lily patch up enough injuries to know when one was serious. This one wasn’t.

“It should still get tended,” Nivalia insisted. “If it gets infected it could damage the whole arm.”

She wasn’t wrong. “I’ll make sure it gets tended,” she said, nodding to both women simultaneously. “Now, let’s go see how things are outside.”








  
  

Chapter five

Chapter Four





Once Fern disappeared inside with Nivalia, the soldiers began collecting weapons from the men who had surrendered. 

“Is there some place we can stash them?” Kadaris heard someone ask.

“I have no idea. Maybe in the barn, locking them in horse stalls? Or maybe there’s an outbuilding we can use?”

They looked at Kadaris, expectantly.

She stared back for a moment and then snorted. “How should I know?”

“You’ve been here before. You stayed here.”

“Yes,” she scoffed, shaking her head in disbelief. “As a guest. Not as a spy preparing to set up a camp for soldiers.”

They seemed to take her point. The guard captain, Ilkamar, barked orders to his men, and the men Davinar had sent. “You two, Edrin and Travin,  go check the barns and outbuildings and keep your eyes open for any remaining soldiers that might be lurking. We don’t know how many men they had here. You, Ganders and Norwin, collect all the weapons and stash them someplace safe. The rest of you, keep watch on these men.”

Then, as though having run out of men to order around, he noticed Kadaris. “And you,” he mumbled, looking unsure of her precise role was, “do… whatever it is you need to do.”

This feels like being told to stay with the horses.

That’s not the worst idea, she realized, remembering another time when a desperate man had stolen their horse in an attempt to escape.  

“I’ll get the horses to the barn,” she offered.

Ilkamar just grunted his approval. So, she headed back towards the horses, who had been left a little distance away, near the outside of the gates. She reached out picking the reins of the first horse from a branch where they’d been looped.

One of the crown soldiers shouted. “Runner! Two men that way!” he pointed towards the hedgerow. 

Kadaris turned in time to see a soldier break from the line, sprinting toward the trees. Two of the younger ones: fast, desperate, and not looking back. 

They had a solid lead over the soldiers. She wondered how they had managed to slip off. 

Ask about that later. 

She didn’t hesitate. 

She would have preferred to use her ice spell and trip them up. If there had just been one man, she might have tried. But she didn’t want to risk either of them getting away. She didn’t trust any of her binding spells to work. But she knew one quick way to stop them. She’d gotten plenty of practice with earth magic while doing all the repairs in Jirandai. Amrit had drilled the spell into her. Now, it came, almost without needing to think about it.

There was a pond nearby. She had enough water to work with for what she needed.

Her hand came up, she murmured the spell, then reached for the ground, drawing the water to where she intended it.  Beneath the two runners. 

It only took a moment for the ground to turn slick, and the runners lost their footing. That wasn’t enough though, and she pushed further, until the ground turned thick and slick.  She watched as their boots sank mid-stride. Momentum carried them forward anyway. Almost simultaneously, they both lost balance, pitched hard, and hit the mud face-first with a grunt.

Then, before they could recover, pulling their boots free, she let go of the earth magic and cast her push spell, as she hurried closer to the two soldiers. She applied just enough pressure to pin them to the ground, while she waited for the soldiers to catch up and take them into custody, 

Hopefully this time they would be restrained either behind a locked door or put into chains.

Did anyone have chains? She didn’t know. When they’d been sent to rescue Rhyssa, they hadn’t expected her home to be turned into an outpost with soldiers stationed there. 

Kadaris had expected a few soldiers but not this many.

Tavrin showed up, holding a length of rope. Once he’d approached, Kadaris eased up on her spell, just enough the man could restrain the first of the two men, and then once his hands were tied behind his back, she released the spell completely.

Just to be safe, she summoned up her ball of silvery blue light and gave them a threatening stare. “Don’t even try to run, or I’ll hurl this at you. Understand?”

Two sets of eyes went wide with terror and they each nodded faintly. Despite that assurance, she walked alongside Tavrin as he marched the two men back to the others.

“We need a place to lock these men up,” Tavrin said, addressing Ilkamar.

“That won’t be necessary.”

Kadaris turned toward the voice. Deep and resonant and one that also carried the tone of authority. 

Vesryn.

She stood there, stunned. She’d never met him personally but she’d seen the man from a distance. 

Hands went to hilts and weapons were drawn by all of Ilkamar’s men.

As he approached, he made a show of stopping a respectable distance from Ilkamar’s men and unhooking his sword from his belt. Then he held it out, sheathed for Ilkamar to take.

“I am not opposing you,” he assured Ilkamar. “I intend to support the men who have served under me. Lady Ferran recommended that I should stay with my men and plead our case to Davinar, or whomever he places in command. She swears they will be dealt fairly. ”

Ilkamar stepped forward, officer to officer, a mutual respect passed between them. He took the sword and handed it off to one of his men.

“They’ll get a fair hearing,” he nodded. “I give my word.”

“It’s true, then?” Vesryn asked. “The rebels have seized Salkyr?”

Kadaris stiffened, hearing Davinar’s men being called rebels. She noted Ilkamar had a similar reaction. But instead of arguing, he simply nodded, once, curtly. “Salkyr has been deposed and will be tried by your own people for whatever crimes they find him guilty of. I am here with the crown, and only offered our services at Lord Davinar’s request.”

Lord Davinar. Kadaris was still getting used to that title being used for a man who scarcely grew a beard. The man who had run alongside her on a number of sabotage missions. That young but savvy man would soon be the rightful ruler of Salkyr.

“We need a place to quarter your men. Somewhere they can’t make a run for it,” Ilkamar continued, as though expecting full cooperation from the man who had just surrendered.

“There’s no need. They will follow my orders. I give my word.”

Travin spat on the ground in response, nodding to the two he had tied up. “Tell that to these two jack rabbits.”

Then he turned to Ilkamar, lowering his voice. “We’re gonta need more men to oversee this lot. And there’s no tellin how many more might be lurkin around these parts.”

Just then, Fern, Nivalia and Lady Rhyssa came down the front steps, heading towards the small cluster of officers.

“We can rally allies from the village. Marreck knows who they would be, if we can find him. They will trust him. Otherwise, they might suspect a trap to lure out any sympathizers.”

“Where is Marreck?” Fern asked. “Does anyone know?” Then she turned to look at Vesryn, who glared at her with a cold hatred.  “Was he arrested? Do you have him in custody?” 

But Velyan just stared at her, a cold look in his eyes. The man was not about to accommodate Fern. Not in this. Not in anything.

Rhyssa laid a hand on Fern’s shoulder and Fern turned to look at the older woman.

When she did, Kadaris noticed her shirt was dark, too dark. And wet. “Is that blood?” she asked, shocked.

Fern blinked, surprised, and looked down at her shirt. Then she shook her head. “It’s not mine, don’t worry. Well, most of it, anyway, isn’t mine.”

“As for Marreck,” Rhyssa said, looking to Nivalia, "there've been whispers that he might be hiding on the outskirts of Thalindrel, in the cinders.”

So, somehow the woman had managed to stay informed even during her captivity. Kadaris was impressed. 

“Is he okay?” Nivalia asked, the worry clear from the expression on her face.

Kadaris remembered the man, valiantly riding into the armed guards in an attempt to divert them from Davinar.

“That I don’t know,” Rhyssa shook her head, looking wistful. “I have not had access to information lately.” She glanced pointedly towards Vesryn for a moment and then back to Nivalia.

“That’s ok. We can see if we can find him.”

“I would advise caution in the village.There are still soldiers scouting for rebels, as well as bounty hunters eager to claim the reward for the capture of any of the rebels.” 

Those would be the most dangerous, Kadaris realized. Driven by a hunger for gold rather than any loyalties.

Travin rode ahead, Kadaris followed with Fern, Nivalia, and two of Davinar’s soldiers.

The closer they got to the town, the worse the road looked.

Wagon ruts cut deep into the mud. Burned timber marked where a signpost had once stood. A barn near the edge of the fields had collapsed in on itself, scorched and still smoking faintly.

By the time they reached the village square, the damage was obvious.

Doors stood ajar or broken, likely kicked in. Smoke curled from a pile of ash that might have once been a cart or a market stall. No signs of battle—just deliberate ruin. The men might not be able to strike at Lady Rhyssa but they could unleash their rage on people who had no power to fight back.

“This wasn’t a search,” Nivalia hissed, looking around. “This was just plain cruelty.”

A few villagers peered out from doorways, cautious and tight-lipped.

Travin strode toward the largest stone building, likely a town office, and knocked once before pushing the door open. Curious and wary, Kadaris followed him to the door, still keeping one eye on the town square.

The magister inside was an older man, lean and stoop-shouldered, with ink stains on his sleeves. The man was clearly terrified. Of whom, Kadaris wasn’t sure. Was he afraid the soldiers would come back, or was he afraid of what would happen to him now. Had he been cooperating with Salkyr’s men? If so, he wasn’t wrong to be worried now. 

He straightened fast when he saw the guards behind them.

“This is signed by Lord Ittamir himself,” Travin said. “Read it. Then bring your town crier.”

The man took it with shaking hands, broke the seal, and read in silence. His face changed as he reached the final lines. He looked up slowly, not at Fern but at the soldiers behind her, and at the people beginning to gather in the square.

Then he nodded once.“Yes, of course. I’ll fetch him now.” Having said that, he disappeared into the back of the hall.

Either he was fetching the man or he was running. Either way, there was little point in watching the door, so Kadaris stepped back outside.

A few minutes later, the town crier stepped out with the scroll in hand and confusion on his face. The magister gave him a whispered instruction and pointed toward the bell tower at the edge of the square.

The crier looked worried now, glancing around nervously.

Before he could take a step, Nivalia was already moving.

“I’ve got it,” she said cheerfully, and made her way up the steps to the rope that was looped around a hook in the stonework.

She tugged the rope with confidence. The first few clangs were sluggish and dull, but then the sound caught, sharp and loud as it rang out over the rooftops.

Windows opened. People emerged. A few children ran into the square barefoot, trailing behind older siblings or wide-eyed parents.

When the crier stepped up to the platform and began reading the writ aloud, the reaction was instant.

Cheers broke out before he even reached the end. Someone in the back shouted, “About time!” and others took it up.

A woman near the front made the circle of blessing over her heart, tears streaming down her face.

Kadaris watched the crowd shift from fear to hope in the space of moments. Nivalia began to ring the bell again, loud peals.

Fern leaned closer. “I think Nivalia’s enjoying this.”

Kadaris glanced toward the bell tower.

Nivalia gave her a smug little wave.

“Maybe a bit,” Kadaris said.

Then, she stopped ringing the bell and waited for the echoes to fade before she climbed up on the railing.

“We’re looking for Marreck. If anyone knows where he is, send him the message that his friends have come back for him.”

Kadaris knew that someone like Marreck and the people he associated with would not just offer that kind of information freely.

“We’ll be at the Grey Lantern,” Nivalia added. “Tell him he can find us there.”

She turned back to them, clearly pleased with herself.

“He’ll come,” she said, sounding very sure. “Or someone will.”

So now, there was nothing to do but wait.

The tavern sat near the river road, low‑roofed and smoke‑darkened, its sign creaking softly in the breeze. Inside, it was warm and crowded, the air thick with the smell of stew and bread. They claimed a corner table and ordered whatever was hot.

Kadaris ate more than she’d expected. Only when the bowl was empty did she realize how tense she’d been, and how hungry.

Conversation ebbed as the meal wound down. The door opened and closed more than once. Each time, heads turned—then turned back again.

Finally, the door opened and stayed open.

A man stood in the doorway, lean to the point of gauntness, hair untrimmed, cloak worn thin at the edges. He looked tired and wary, but very much alive.

Kadaris recognized him immediately, despite the changed appearance. She watched as he stepped inside and let the door shut behind him.  He approached the table without any fanfare, none of his usual performer’s flair. Then he nodded to them in greeting and grinned. “You rang?” he said, lopsided grin at his own joke.








  
  

Chapter six

Chapter Five





The group shared a few more rounds of ale before heading back to Rhyssa’s, where they were all too tired to do anything beyond sleeping. Rhyssa apologized for the sparse amenities but promised each of them a comfortable bed and breakfast the next morning. 

Kadaris came down feeling clear-headed, finally, as though she could finally take a breath without looking over her shoulder or worrying about what was going to happen next.

As expected, Marreck rounded up a few reliable men to assist Ilkamar and the soldiers in escorting Vesryn and the fifteen soldiers under his command into wagons.

Under Vesryn’s supervision, most of the men were compliant if unhappy, as though there was still an element of disbelief. A few of them, however, seemed to share some relief and even happiness about what was happening.

The horses were brought out and Rhyssa came out to see them off, hugging them each and wishing them well. She made sure they knew that they would always be welcome and expected them to come back once things were settled.

Kadaris mounted up and turned her horse towards the main road, knowing it would be a long day in the saddle, with the possibility of an overnight along the way.

But they made excellent time and rolled back into Davinar’s camp very late that night. By then, Kadaris was exhausted and sore from a long day in the saddle. She looked over to Fern, who looked equally frayed.

“Here,” she said, reaching into her pack, pulling out one of the healing potions she had been carrying. 

“Thanks,” Fern said, taking a sip of the potion. “Not as good as hot tea and a warm bed, but it’s a close second.”

“Agreed. And I’ll take a moderately warm bedroll at this point.”

Fern snorted a laugh. “I think I could sleep standing up. I’ve seen soldiers do it. But I’ll take the bedroll.”

“I  think they put us in the same tent, with the others.” Then she changed her tone. “Do you need to report to Roz’ittamir or anyone?”

“Pssht. If it were Kalith, he’d probably expect it. But he can get updated from Ilkamar just as easily, probably better, than I could. So no, it can wait til morning.”

After a quick wash-up, they headed to the tent they’d been bunking in before they had left.  Korbus, Taijin, Asezu and Anivras were sound asleep, Korbus snoring lightly with one leg hanging off the cot. Kadaris and Fern flopped down on the two available cots at the back side of the tent.

Despite her exhaustion, her mind was still playing through the various events of the past few days. Finally, she drifted off to sleep, and found herself in a meadow filled with wildflowers.

The meadow she’d seen when she first arrived in Finoren.

But there was no portal. No Banashiin.

It felt peaceful.

She looked up and could see Canowin over the trees. Part of her knew that wasn’t possible and wasn’t the way it had happened, but it didn’t matter.

She started walking towards the castle, towards the mages’ tower.

The mages’ tower looked different. More powerful. More menacing, somehow. But she shook off her unease and continued forward. Magic runes glowed faintly, and she followed them, sure they must be leading to something important.

She wound her way up the steps, past the first floor, past the second floor, past the third floor, up several more flights.

This isn’t right. The mages’ tower doesn’t have this many levels.

Not in the real world. But this was a dream, so she accepted that this might mean something important.

At the top, there was a door, made of rose quartz. She knew, without knowing how, she was meant to open it.

She did.

Beyond lay a room crowded with books and arcane objects. Shelves climbed the walls, every surface occupied—glass spheres, carved stones, coils of metal etched with runes. 

She reached for the nearest book. The title slipped away from her, symbols blurring and rearranging themselves as she tried to focus. She frowned and turned to another. Then another.

None of them would stay still long enough to read.

“Kadaris.”

She turned.

He stood near the center of the room, half in shadow. For a moment, relief washed through her—familiar posture, familiar voice. Someone she trusted. Someone who belonged here.

Banashiin.

“I need your help,” he said.

She could hear the urgency in his voice. An urgency.

He reached out to her, repeating the words. “Kadaris, I need your help. I need you to come to me. Tonight.”

Something didn’t make sense. But this was Banashiin. He wouldn’t be asking her for help if it wasn’t important. She still didn’t fully trust the man. But he had been a good friend to her and if he was in trouble, she should help him.

“Go to the far side of the camp. Down in the dell by the stream. I will make a portal there.”

She knew the area. It was a ways from the camp. “Why so far away?”

“Because no one must know. Now. Hurry. And bring the artifact.”

Artifact? The scepter. 

She had never told him about her decision.

“I can’t,” she said.

“You have to. Only you can help me and you’ll need the artifact.”

Why was Banashiin suddenly insisting she needed to use the scepter?

“I can’t,” she repeated. “I don’t have it.”

She saw Banashiin falter, or shift, slightly.

“What do you mean, you don’t have it?”

Did he think she had lost it? “You were right. It’s dangerous. Too dangerous. So, I gave it to Ch’hikk.”

“Who?”

“Ch’hikk.” She repeated, feeling confused now. Banashiin knew who the shadow dancer was. Knew that Ch’hikk had wanted to take the relic away from her all along. He should be surprised she had given it to the shadow dancer, not who she was.

Something’s not right.

“Oh, right. Your friend Ch’hikk.”

Ch’hikk was never my friend. Banashiin knows that.

This isn’t Banashiin. And this isn’t a dream.

The pressure came all at once—like a headache, but deeper, wrong. Not pain so much as force. Her thoughts blurred at the edges, slipping when she tried to hold them. The room tilted. Shelves leaned inward. Her stomach lurched.

She swayed, reaching for the nearest table, but her hand passed through it as if it weren’t quite there.

The pressure tightened.

Dizziness washed over her, sudden and overwhelming. The floor rolled beneath her feet. Nausea rose sharp and fast, her vision tunneling as the world spun out of control.

She tried to step back.

The space resisted.

Then a memory came to her, unbidden. It was the day she’d finally spoken with Ch’hikk. Where will you take it? How can you keep it safe? And the memory of placing the wrapped bundle into the shadow dancer’s hands. 

No! No. No. no! 

She tried to wake herself.

Wake up, wake up! 

But the command slid away before it could take hold. Panic surged, choking her. Her breath came shallow, uneven.

A trap.

She could feel it now, closing around her, holding her in place. Whatever this was, whoever he was, he wasn’t done.

She fought, clawing for something solid, but there was nothing to grasp.

Then—

Hands.

Real hands, firm and urgent, gripping her shoulders.

“Kadaris—wake up!”

The world shattered.

Kadaris gasped and jerked upright, heart pounding, breath tearing out of her chest. Darkness closed in around her, the familiar weight of blankets, the sharp edge of cold air on her skin.

Someone was still holding her, steadying her.

The pressure was gone. The room was real.

But the her heart was racing and her breath was ragged.

Someone had been inside her mind.

And they had not come by accident.

After that, there was no going back to sleep. The others all clustered around her, wanting to know what had happened. Fern perched on the foot of her bed, one hand on Kadaris’s ankle, but keeping an eye on the space around them, as though the threat might become physical at any moment.

Anivras pulled out a dyaja and a moment later, cast a warm glow within their circle. Not much brighter than a small candle but it was a comforting presence.

Korbus and Anivras sat on the cot next to hers, and Taijin tried to make room for himself next to Fern. She pushed herself upright, to make room for everyone, while trying to clear the woolly feeling from her brain.

“There was this tower. And Banashiin was there. Except it wasn’t Banashiin. He wanted me to bring him the scepter.”

“But you don’t have the scepter,” Korbus piped in.

“I know that! And I told him that.”

“And it wasn’t Banashiin. I know that for sure.”

“How do you know that?” Fern asked.

“He called Ch’hikk my friend.”

Hearing that, Fern burst out laughing, and nodded then shook her head. “No,” she said, between bursts of laughter, then grew serious again. “I don’t think anyone who knew her would call her a friend. I’d call her a friend, but she isn’t the friend type. And she’s definitely not someone you would call a friend.”

“And I’m sure Banashiin knows that.”

“So what do you think happened?” Taijin asked.

“Someone who knows I have the scepter. Someone who wants it.” She looked at him, focusing on his face in the dim light. A look of recognition passed between them. There weren’t that many people who fit that description.

“Dinoren.” Taijin made the name sound like a curse.

“That’s the only explanation that makes sense,” she insisted.

“But he’s not that powerful. He’s very good with illusion magic and some bit of enchanting work but to get into someone’s dreams? I don’t think he has that kind of power.”

Instinctively, she reached to her neck. Didn’t feel the talisman there. When had she taken it off? Had she removed it when she was washing up and forgotten it? She couldn’t remember. Azykal had made them and they were intended to be a measure of protection from magical attacks. They’d needed them when they snuck into Harwyk’s lands but she’d kept hers, as had the others. They all  seemed to feel safer when they wore them. 

She tried to remember when she’d taken it off. Couldn’t. Was that Dinoren’s handiwork, also?

“He had enough to get into my dreams. Granted, I’m worn out and exhausted. But still.”

“Well, we’ll just have to keep our shielding up, and make sure all off us are warded, all of the time. No exceptions. Understood?” Taijin asked, looking around at each of them. Even Fern.

“Why are you looking at me? I’m not a mage.”

“No. But that could make you a greater risk. Less defense.”

Hearing that, Fern sucked in her breath and muttered something under her breath that sounded like a curse of some sort.

“I still have Azykal’s talisman somewhere. I’ll have to dig it up,” she said.

“I think I still have mine.”

“Me too. I would never toss away something a silver mage gave me.”

“That would be rude, and foolish” Korbus quipped, as though trying to bring levity to their situation.

“How much warding do you think we need?

“Likely more than the basic things you know. But don’t worry, we can teach you some good warding spells.”

Asezu looked relieved to hear that but also looked doubtful, glancing sideways to Anivras and then to Kadaris.

“Don’t worry,” she assured him. “Korbus taught me a lot of warding with Banashiin’s help, before he ever let me set foot in Canowin. We can work on that later today.” Then she realized she had no idea what time it was. She looked towards the opening of the tent, noticed the very faintest grey light. So, somewhere before dawn. That made her feel better, as though she would be safer when it was light out. She knew that was ridiculous, but that didn’t matter. Daylight felt safer.

“Blood of the red god!” Fern swore, suddenly, looking up.

“What’s wrong?”

“We’ve all been worried about Dinoren attacking us. But did you hear what she said? She told him! Dinoren knows Ch’hikk has the scepter! She’s the one who's in danger now!”
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