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AT LAST
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I cried out, ‘Rigamorte!’


My cast spell impaled the Maladon directly in the chest, cleaving it as though fine steel had been my weapon of choice. However, the incantation was far deadlier than even the purest of forged metals. He toppled forward to the dirt. He would never move again. He would never hurt anyone else again.


I felt a smile creep to my lips.


I did not like killing others. But I had no problem with vanquishing evil.


I turned my attention to my remaining opponent. He was backed against a wall and was looking at me murderously but with an underlying expression of fear.


He raised his wand and shot a spell at me.


I flicked it away with a wave of my wand, the Elemental. He shot another spell at me and then another.


I blocked them easily, almost casually.


His wand now quivered in his shaking hand.


‘Who are you?’ he screamed at me. ‘What are you?’


I advanced on him. I was no longer smiling. My face was iron, my will the same.


I said, ‘My name is Vega Jane. And I’m the last thing you will ever see, Maladon.’


My wand moved so fast that he had no ability to block my spell.


‘Rigamorte!’


This battle was over.


I looked around at the five bodies.


They were all Maladons and they were all dead.


They thought I was walking into a trap, but the trap was all mine, carefully conceived and flawlessly executed.


As was my habit after battling these creatures, I confiscated all their wands and crushed them to bits with an Impacto spell.


Killing had once been very difficult for me.


Yet in war, you either killed or you died. And we were very clearly in a war.


I was nearly eighteen now. I had been gone from my hometown of Wormwood for almost three years. It felt like three hundred.


I looked around at the darkness of night. I was about five miles from the town of True, near a tiny village that I had used to set my trap for my enemies.


I had brought no one with me for the simple reason that I needed no one else. I preferred to rely on myself with tasks such as this one. That way I only had myself to worry about. Besides which, our numbers had fallen considerably, and I did not want to risk more losses if I could avoid it.


I cast the Pass-pusay spell and tapped my leg with my wand. I was instantly transported back to my ancestral home, Empyrean.


It looked just as it had when I had first seen it. Built of stone and wood, it was enormous and rambling. To me it was also a pillar of strength and stability.


And refuge.


I passed through the front door and entered the massive front hall.


Empyrean was grand and immense. The ceilings were twenty feet high, the rooms large enough to hold a hundred people easily. The stone walls were bedecked with the portraits of long-dead men and women, all of them powerful sorcerers and sorceresses. The furnishings, though centuries old, were of the highest quality. The rugs were colourful and luxurious, so thick your feet couldn’t help but sink into them. There were nooks and crannies throughout where one could find privacy and peace.


The entire property was kept sparkling clean by the staff, headed up by the suit of armour named Pillsbury.


The occupants of Empyrean had changed since we arrived. We had started out with just me and my friends Delph Delphia and Petra Sonnet – and, of course, my faithful dog, Harry Two. Then we had found and recruited an army of fifty former slaves to help us fight the Maladons. They had fought, well and good.


But now nearly half of them were dead.


The air of loss hung deeply over Empyrean, as did the smoky smell from the fires we conjured in the massive fireplaces. We had all trained together, lived together, eaten together and fought together. And now, died together.


As I moved through the front hall, Tobias Holmes walked in. One of his legs was of wood and metal, to replace the leg he had lost to a Maladon curse. He was tall and good-looking, with curly brown hair and an angular face, with large and luminous blue eyes. He met me with a smile.


‘Good hunting, Vega?’


I nodded. ‘It all went well, Tobias. Five fewer Maladons. How are things here?’


‘Petra just got back with Artemis and Regina. Miranda and some others are still out, but it was just a scouting expedition, as you know, so no worries there.’


‘How did it go with Petra?’ I asked, heartened by the fact that he would not be smiling if there had been another loss.


‘The mission was a success,’ replied Tobias. ‘The Elite Guard posted on the northern end of Greater True will have to make do without their guns.’


I nodded and moved on.


Pillsbury was the next one to greet me. His armour appeared to be, if anything, shinier than when we had first met. He and Mrs Jolly, a cook in the form of a broom, kept Empyrean running like a finely tuned instrument.


‘Delighted to see that you have returned safe and sound, Mistress Vega.’


‘Thank you, Pillsbury. Everything all right here, I trust?’


‘No problems, unless you count an oven reluctant to warm itself to the degree of perfection demanded by Mrs Jolly. She’s making the bread for breakfast.’


‘I am amply confident that Mrs Jolly will soon sort it out.’ I proceeded up the stairs and down the hall to my room.


Awaiting me there, as he often did, was Harry Two.


He sat up on my bed and watched me with his mismatched eyes, one blue and one green. Part of his ear was missing from when he had saved my life, which he very often did.


I rubbed his damaged ear and pushed my nose into his thick, soft fur, filling my nostrils with his scent. Even a bad day could be partially cured by this simple measure. My dog seemed to calm me whenever I needed it.


I undressed, because killing blokes was a dirty business and I needed to wash up.


Across my shoulders and down the backs of each of my arms was Destin, my magical chain, which greatly increased my physical strength and, more importantly, allowed me to take flight.


I used to wear it around my waist but had magically embedded it into my body some time ago – it seemed more prudent. If others ever needed it, it was but a simple spell to free it from my skin.


The links moved silently and fluidly as I rolled my shoulders to ease the tension there.


I moved over to the looking glass and studied myself.


I had grown to my full height now, my shoulders broad and my arms roped with muscle. I had scars on my arms, legs and belly from Maladon strikes. There was one at the nape of my neck from a wound that had very nearly done me in. I could perhaps have magically removed them, but I had chosen not to try. They were all marks of battle, and I wanted my skin to chronicle every one of them.


There was another, more practical reason for retaining them. They all represented near misses from death. I never wanted to forget how close it was to me. To all of us here. We all carried the marks of battle. This made us realize that we had to be perfection itself to survive.


I examined my face closely. Though I hadn’t yet celebrated my eighteenth year alive, it seemed to me that I looked older. Far older. Tiny lines had whittled themselves around my eyes, forehead and mouth.


I sighed. War certainly did not make one prettier.


Next, I moved over to one wall and studied the marks I had placed there.


I knew exactly how many of them were cut into the plaster. I raised my wand and added five more slashes to the wall, representing the Maladons I had dispatched this night.


I stepped back and surveyed the wall.


It was simply rows of marks, yet each represented a life taken.


I suddenly had to turn away before the sight sickened me. They were Maladon deaths, it was true, but they were still dead. And while I could smile when they fell at the tip of my wand, I would not celebrate their destruction.


I washed, changed into my nightclothes and then fell asleep in my bed.


In what seemed like minutes, but I knew was actually hours because the sun was well up, I heard the sound of a knock on my door.


It was Delph. He was my best mate from Wormwood.


He was also very tall, and very handsome.


Delph was not magical like Petra and me. But he was a fighter and had qualities, talents and skills that neither Petra nor I possessed. He was calm while I was excitable and thought things through in ways that I never could.


‘Pillsbury told me you were back, but I wanted to let you sleep.’ He glanced at the wall. ‘How many?’ he asked.


I sat up, resting my back against the enormous wooden headboard. ‘Five,’ I replied tersely. ‘Why?’


He sat on the bed and scratched Harry Two’s ear.


‘You never really told me about Wormwood,’ he said abruptly.


This was not the first time he had said this. It might have been the hundredth.


‘I told you all you needed to know, Delph. It’s gone. They’re all gone. They killed everyone, including your father. I saw their graves. I buried Thansius.’


‘That’s not exactly so,’ he countered. ‘They killed everyone except your brother.’


‘There was no grave for my brother. That’s all I know.’


These words caught at my heart, and I had to look away from him. I had lost many friends in the war and that had hardened me. Yet John was my brother. My family.


Delph stood. ‘You think they might have taken John. Why would they?’


I rose from my bed and faced him from a foot away. Though I was tall, Delph was six-and-a-half feet high, so he towered over me. ‘I’ve asked myself that a thousand times, Delph. I keep coming up with a thousand different answers.’


Delph said, ‘It would make sense, in one way.’


‘What way?’ I said bluntly.


‘At first I thought they might be using John to blackmail you into surrendering. But they haven’t done that, Vega Jane, though they’ve had ample time. So there must be another reason.’


‘Such as?’


‘Morrigone was teaching John back in Wormwood. She’d taken him under her wing, so to speak, because he was so smart and all with books and such.’


‘But it was terrible stuff that she . . .’


My voice trailed off, and I looked in horror at Delph.


‘Are you saying that they took my brother to . . . to . . .’


I couldn’t say it.


‘To make him into a Maladon,’ said Delph. ‘Could be. Judging by what a sorceress you are, I ’spect that John might make an equally powerful sorcerer. Besides, he – well, he seemed to like those ideas.’


‘You mean he liked all those horrible things that Morrigone was teaching him?’ I said stiffly.


‘Well, you told me that yourself.’


‘But, Delph, he was just a little boy. He didn’t know any better,’ I finished lamely. In my mind’s eye, all I could see was a child with feet too large for him, shuffling along while holding my hand. I would pick him up every day after Learning, and I would bring a snack for him because he was always hungry. My brother had been painfully shy and kind and big-hearted. I knew that he had changed while with Morrigone, but those had been my most lasting memories of him.


Delph interrupted my thoughts. ‘Well, he’s not a little boy now. He’s very nearly fifteen. The same age you were when you ran away from Wormwood with me.’


This was absolutely correct. Indeed, John was far closer to being a man now than he was to being a boy. And, if they’d captured him from Wormwood, my brother would have been with the Maladons for quite some time.


‘You’re right, Delph,’ I said contritely. ‘He is a man by now. I just don’t know what sort of man he is.’ I felt my lips begin to tremble and I turned away from him.


An instant later I felt Delph’s large arm around me.


‘It’s OK, Vega Jane,’ he whispered. ‘We’re going to find him. And . . . and regardless of what sort of shape he’s in, we’re going to bring him back to what he was.’


‘You . . . can’t know that,’ I said haltingly.


‘But I can promise to do all I can to make it happen.’


I turned and looked at him, touched his cheek with my hand. ‘You’re my best friend, Delph. You always have been.’


He smiled. ‘You were the only friend I had, Vega Jane. And a ruddy great one you are.’


Our eyes met. ‘You had better go,’ I said. ‘I . . . I can smell food downstairs.’ He left and I dressed. Later, I walked down to the kitchen and had my breakfast. It had been a long night, and the few hours of rest had done nothing to ease my lethargy. But I had no time to be weary.


I had just finished my meal and Mrs Jolly had just left with my dirty dishes when Petra walked in.


Petra was about a year older than me. And, like me, she appeared older still. The shirt she wore had no sleeves and I could see the marks and scars up and down both arms. She had a burned hand from a wand mishap, and a missing finger. One had been torn away by the Elite Guard back in Greater True.


I said, ‘Tobias told me that you had returned – and that the Elite Guard had lost their muskets.’


She nodded. ‘They’ll make others. But it will take time. However, they are far from our biggest problem.’


‘I know that,’ I said, a bit abrasively. For whatever reason, Petra could bring out the worst in me – though I knew she would die to save me. Perhaps it was because, once, she had cared deeply for Delph too. She assured me that was in the past now.


‘I heard your journey was also a successful one,’ she said, sitting down across from me.


‘If five dead Maladons are any measure, then yes, it was.’


‘That makes four hundred of them dead, then,’ said Petra.


‘We’ll be burying Alabetus tomorrow.’


Alabetus Trumbull had lost his life two days ago, at the hands of a gang of Maladons who had tricked him into an ambush.


That had been the impetus for my journey last night: to avenge Alabetus’s murder. We had sent the Maladons a clear message: we would never yield. And we would kill far more of them than they could of us.


‘I know,’ I said. ‘I will speak, of course. He will be terribly missed.’


‘As will the twenty others who preceded him,’ said Petra.


I met her gaze. So this was where Petra was going.


‘I fully realize that we have lost nearly half our number,’ I said sharply.


Petra leaned forward and plunged in. ‘Four hundred to twenty-one. That’s nineteen Maladons to every one of ours.’


‘I can do the mathematics,’ I replied coolly.


‘There are thirty times more Maladons than there are of us. That only leads to one outcome, Vega. We can’t win this way.’


‘We’re still trying to find magicals among the countryside,’ I said.


‘We’ve found none in all this time. None since we rescued that lot from Greater True.’


When I said we were at war with the Maladons, that was true. But there had been no great battles on broad fields. No titanic clashes of sorcery. We simply hadn’t the numbers for such a style of combat. So, our war was a series of small skirmishes. Ambushes, tactical missions, two-on-two, four-on-four. Small encounters, almost all of which we had won. But, as Petra had pointed out, the eventual outcome with such a strategy was inevitable. A war of attrition was always won by those with superior numbers.


‘We can’t attack them outright,’ I said. ‘We can’t try and invade Maladon Castle. We would be slaughtered.’


‘I know that.’


‘Then what do you suggest?’


‘I’m not sure I have anything to suggest. But I would say that until we figure out our eventual goals, we need to do everything we can to keep what army we do have safe and intact. If we lose even a few more, it won’t matter what we do in the future. We’ll still have lost.’


What she said was undoubtedly true. And yet . . . if we stopped fighting . . .


‘I’ll think about it, Petra,’ I said.


She started to say something – a sharp retort, I could tell from the look on her face. But she bit back these words and simply nodded, rose and left.


A minute passed while I closed my eyes and tried to push the fatigue from my bones.


‘Vega! Vega!’


I opened my eyes. A slim figure came rushing towards me. It was Miranda Weeks. She and her group must have returned from their scouting expedition.


Miranda was the youngest of our number. Initially, she had been timid and unsure of herself, and her magical ability had been pretty much non-existent. But she and her wand had reached common ground, and now she was one of the best warriors we had. At Delph’s suggestion, I had not allowed her to engage in combat with the Maladons at first. But our shrinking numbers and her heightened skills had led me to reverse that judgement about six months ago.


‘Yes, Miranda?’


‘You must come back with us, to the village we’ve just come from.’


I half rose from my chair. ‘Why? What has happened?’


‘The villagers saw her.’


‘Who did they see?’


‘Your mother.’
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AN UNEXPECTED ALLY
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Petra was on my left, Miranda on my right, as we appeared out of clear air on the outskirts of the small village.


My wand was in my hand, and I motioned for the others to hold theirs at the ready.


‘Show me,’ I said tersely to Miranda.


I followed her along a winding path until I saw smoke curling upward from a chimney.


Petra was ten feet behind me, guarding our rear flank. We went into every situation like this, with the thought that we would have to fight our way back out.


‘There,’ Miranda said, pointing to a small, thatch-roofed cottage about fifty feet in front of us. ‘The woman in there was the one who told me.’


I marched up to the door, half expecting a trap. My thoughts went briefly back to the wall in my bedroom, and to how many more slashes I might add to it before the day was done.


I rapped on the door and listened, my wand twitching expectantly as the sounds of footsteps approached.


Petra and Miranda were on either side of me, about eight feet away. From there, they could see any attack coming.


The door opened, and an old woman peered out. Her gaze dropped to my hand, and when she saw my wand, her eyes widened.


‘Y-you’re not them blokes?’


‘No, I’m not like them. I hate them. I’m here to ask you about someone.’ I pointed at Miranda. ‘You talked to her about a woman you saw?’


The old woman swivelled her gaze to Miranda. She nodded. ‘That’s right.’


‘And did the woman call herself Helen?’


She nodded.


I needed to make sure, so I pulled something from my pocket. It was an engraving of my mother. I held it up for the woman to see.


‘Is this her?’


‘Oh, yes, that’s her all right.’ She looked from the engraving to me, and her jaw slackened.


‘What is it?’ I asked.


‘Well, it’s just that she looks like you, dearie.’


‘We’re family,’ I said vaguely, putting the engraving away. ‘When was she here?’


‘Yesterday, it was.’


‘Can you tell me anything else about her? Why was she here? What did she want?’


The woman said, ‘Well, this Helen was looking for a herb. Healing herb I call it, though she used a different name. I didn’t quite catch it.’


My heart skipped a beat. ‘Healing herb? Why? Was she injured?’


‘Not so’s I could tell. I mean she looked all right enough. Though she was terribly thin, and her face was careworn. Poor thing.’


‘Maybe the herbs were for someone else. Are you sure she was alone?’


‘There was no one else with her that I could see.’


‘Did she mention someone else’s name? A man? Hector?’


‘No, nothing like that.’


I held up my wand. ‘Did she have one of these?’


The woman shuddered, and a hand flew to her chest. ‘No, she did not.’


I studied her. ‘Did other people show up with these? Around the time Helen was here?’


The woman nodded. ‘Bloody men in them suits and hats. Awful people.’


‘What did they want?’


‘Well, I don’t know exactly what they wanted. But they were asking questions left and right, about any strangers hereabouts.’


‘And what did you tell them?’


Her features became confused. ‘I . . . I don’t really remember. That’s all right fuzzy.’


I nodded. They had no doubt cast the Subservio spell over her and magically compelled her to tell them all that she knew. And then they had performed a spell to wipe out her memory. I took heart that their spell had not been entirely successful.


‘This healing herb, did you have any of it to give her?’


The woman shook her head. ‘But I told her there was plenty growing down by the river.’


‘Where is the river?’


She pointed to her left. ‘Down that way about a half mile. Can’t miss it, dearie.’


I rushed off before she even had the chance to close her door.


Petra and Miranda were right behind me.


‘Take my hands,’ I said, when we were out of sight of the village.


They gripped my hands, and we all three rose into the air. After a short flight, I spotted the winding water and set us down next to it.


Miranda said, ‘I bet these are the herbs she was talking about.’


They were green-and-red leafy plants growing all around the riverbank. I barely looked at this vegetation before my gaze returned to the trees across the river. The waters were calm. The woods silent. This put me on my guard.


Just about every fight I had been in had commenced with near silence.


‘So the Maladons showed up when your mum came to the village,’ said Petra.


I nodded, still studying the trees. ‘She must have the mark on her. They tracked her that way.’


‘If she has the mark, it’s a wonder the Maladons haven’t captured her after all this time.’


‘But they haven’t, so she must be doing something to circumvent that.’


‘And your father?’ asked Miranda.


‘If my mother was uninjured, the healing herb might have been for him,’ I said, worry creeping into my voice.


I bent down and gathered some of the healing herbs and put them in my pocket. When Miranda looked at me quizzically, I said, ‘Just in case.’


‘What do we do now?’ asked Petra. ‘Look for them, I suppose.’


I didn’t answer her. I was still staring at the trees. Was something in there?


Or someone?


‘Vega?’ said Petra in a firmer tone.


I came out of my musings and turned to her.


‘Do we look for them?’ she asked again.


I nodded and took their hands and we soared over the water, landing gently on the opposite bank.


The three of us stared at the dense forest facing us. I’m sure we were all thinking the same thing: Were there Maladons lurking in there, just waiting to strike? That’s what constant battle does to you. It makes you untrusting. It makes you bloody paranoid.


Before the others could move, I charged forward into the dense thicket, my wand at the ready. They immediately followed but spread out into a triangle pattern, as I had trained them to do. If we had been clumped together, one spell could have finished us all off. We had gone about a hundred feet or so into the forest when I spotted it.


The piece of cloth, snagged on a bush, fluttering in the breeze.


I freed the cloth and held it up. As Petra and Miranda drew closer, I sniffed it. ‘This belongs to my mother.’


‘You’re sure?’ asked Miranda in a small voice.


I nodded and pressed the cloth fragment against my nostrils again, once more breathing in her scent. Though it had been years since I’d seen my mother, with that one inhale of breath, memories of her came flooding back.


But when I turned the cloth over, the breath froze in my lungs.


Blood.


Petra said, ‘She might have used that cloth to dress a wound, or maybe some got on her when she was helping whoever was injured. And then it got snagged on that bush when she went to seek the herbs.’


While they were speaking, all I could see was my father lying gravely injured in the woods.


‘Crystilado magnifica,’ I said, pointing my wand in front of me. All I saw were more trees close-up.


Until something flickered in front of my sight line.


The spell came at me so fast I barely had time to deflect it. It hit a tree and exploded, burning a deep hole in the wood. I didn’t have to tell Petra or Miranda what to do. It had become second nature to both of them.


They each assumed a defensive posture about ten feet on either side and slightly behind me. I tossed the ring of invisibility that I wore at all times to Petra. She slipped it on her finger and spun it around, activating the invisibility shield. She used her wand to cast a golden lasso connecting herself to Miranda, ensuring that the youngest member of our army would be invisible too.


I soared into the air to make myself a target.


This would give the pair of them the opportunity to rain spells upon our opponents once they gave away their positions by firing at me. This had been a tried and true tactic of ours.


I shot spell after spell into the trees, hoping that one of them would find the enemy. Regardless, they would have to return fire at some point, I thought.


But nothing happened.


I stared at the trees. This was bewildering. Had the Maladons figured out our strategy and were now using it against us? Lying in wait for us to reveal ourselves?


Two could play at this game. I flitted to the ground and used a spell-cast lasso to attach myself to Petra and Miranda, thereby rendering myself invisible as well.


Petra whispered, ‘Who do you think is out there?’


I was about to answer, when a horrible thought struck me. What if my parents were the ones in the forest, perhaps hurt or ill? Had I just added to their misery?


I thought quickly. How could I communicate with them? I had to be careful. If Maladons were out there, I didn’t want to somehow give them the upper hand.


Finally, I had an idea.


I used my wand to draw something on the cloth I had found. It was a picture of my mother’s favourite flower. She’d kept one in a vase at our home back in Wormwood. It had a very distinctive look, and I was sure she would recognize it. Underneath the drawing I wrote, I love you, Mum. Vega.


I willed my wand to its full golden size so it resembled a lance. I attached the cloth to the Elemental and said, ‘Take this to my mother, if she’s in there.’


I tossed the Elemental into the air, and it soared away.


As it disappeared into the distance, my breaths started coming more rapidly. I had felt this way when I had finally found my grandfather Virgil. I prayed that I would have far more time with my parents than I’d had with him.


A minute passed and both Petra and Miranda exchanged anxious looks with me.


Had I just made a colossal blunder?


Then I saw the Elemental heading back. Though I was invisible, that didn’t deter the spear from finding me and landing right back in my hand.


The cloth was still attached. It had not found my mother. And it would have if she were in there. So, it had to be someone else. Someone magical.


Maladons? Or . . . ?


I willed the Elemental to wand size.


And not a moment too soon.


I lashed out with it just in time to stop the spell. It ricocheted off my wand’s shield incantation and went spinning off into the trees. I stared out ahead of me.


How in the world? They couldn’t see us. Or could they?


The next moment, a voice shouted, ‘No,’ just as another spell headed our way but fortunately passed well to our right.


I lowered my wand. Something about that voice had been familiar.


The next words dispelled any doubts as to who was speaking.


‘No, Archie. Can’t you see? That’s not a Maladon you’re casting spells at. It’s Vega.’


Two people appeared out of thin air at the edge of the wood. It was Astrea Prine, the woman who had taught me to be a sorceress.


And her only living child, Archie, who had once tried to murder me.
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ONCE MORE, THE PRINES
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Petra spun the ring back around so that we all became visible.


Astrea Prine looked exactly as she had when I had left her, now over two years ago. Her son, Archie, looked exactly the same as well.


She was petite with dark hair cut in a fringe and looked to be in her twenties. She was actually over eight hundred years old and one of the most powerful magical beings I’d ever encountered.


Archie was taller and thinner but I could see the family resemblance.


‘What are you doing here?’ I exclaimed as Petra and Miranda looked warily at the newcomers, their wands held at the ready.


Astrea said, ‘There was nothing left for me to do in the Quag.’


I stiffened. ‘You know about Wormwood, then?’


‘Of course I do, Vega. It was my job to keep it safe.’ She paused. ‘I obviously failed.’


‘It wasn’t your fault,’ I said tersely. ‘The Maladons discovered and exploited a seam in the barrier you concocted.’


‘Regardless, Wormwood is no more. Thus, Archie and I came here to see what we could do to defeat the Maladons.’


‘How did you break through the barrier?’ I asked. ‘I sealed it afterwards.’


She hiked her eyebrows. ‘I am a rather competent sorceress, Vega. You should know that by now.’


I felt myself blush, but then my features hardened. This woman had taught me to be a sorceress. But she hadn’t seen how much I had changed in the last two years, how much I had experienced and overcome. She didn’t know that my wand, after saying its respectful goodbyes to its previous owner, had become one with me, immeasurably increasing my confidence and, with it, my magical power.


‘My apologies,’ I said.


‘I found the gash despite your sealing it,’ she said. ‘Of course you created the opening when you breached the wall on your way through into this world. That was how. . .’


She didn’t have to say the second part, for there was assuredly a second part.


That was how the Maladons found their way in, allowing them to slaughter all your fellow Wugmorts.


Petra said nervously, ‘Vega, I don’t think we should just be standing here talking. We’re completely vulnerable.’


I nodded. But I had one last query that I needed an answer to now.


‘Have you seen a woman around here who looks like me?’


‘No, I have not seen your mother, Vega. Nor have I seen your father.’ Astrea answered my look. ‘Yes, Vega, I assumed they must have ended up here somehow. They did not pass through the Quag. They found another way.’


‘The Maladons call them the Campions,’ I said proudly. ‘They’ve been fighting the Maladons, like us.’


‘And like Archie and myself.’


My jaw dropped. ‘You’ve been fighting the Maladons?’


Archie spoke up. ‘We’ve killed an even dozen.’


I looked down at the cloth in my hand, then at the surrounding woods. If my parents had been here, they apparently no longer were.


‘Vega?’ hissed Petra anxiously. ‘We should go.’


‘Come with us,’ I said to Astrea. ‘We can provide shelter and I’ll introduce you to the others.’


‘You have others?’ said Astrea, looking interested.


‘I have an army,’ I said. ‘Just come with us. You’ll see.’ But then a thought struck me as I looked down at my gloved hand. ‘The Maladons can track the mark of the three hooks,’ I said. ‘You must have that mark on your hands.’


Astrea said dismissively, ‘It is taken care of, Vega.’ She held up her hand, and Archie did the same.


I was stunned I had not noticed it before. Their hands looked metallic.


‘A simple spell,’ she said. ‘But effective.’


I roped all of us together and then used the Pass-pusay incantation to carry us to Empyrean.


As soon as we alighted on the front steps, covered by my ring of invisibility, Astrea gasped.


I looked over at her to see tears spilling down her cheeks as her gaze ran along the stretch of the stone facade. Never had I seen Astrea this overwhelmed. She was not a woman who showed emotion. Yet now, it was plain to see what this place had meant to her.


‘It’s really still here?’ she said, her voice quavering.


‘It is,’ I said. ‘Come inside. I doubt things have changed a whit since you were here last.’


She slowly approached the wooden front door. With every glance, it seemed a fresh memory from the past was forming in her mind.


Inside, we were met by quite a few people, including Delph.


When he saw Archie, he charged forward, ready to fight.


Archie brandished his wand.


I sent a blaze of light thundering into the ceiling to get their attention and shouted, ‘No, Archie! Delph, it’s OK. He’s no longer . . . confused.’


Delph halted his charge but looked suspiciously at Archie, who gazed defiantly back at him, his wand twitching in his hand.


My spell and the raised voices had brought everyone else flooding into the hall, including Pillsbury and Mrs Jolly.


I introduced Astrea and Archie to everyone. I left out the part about her being an eight-hundred-year-old sorceress.


As the others dispersed and went back to what they had been doing, Pillsbury marched forward and extended a crisp salute to Astrea.


‘Madame Prine, it has indeed been a long time.’


I glanced at Pillsbury in surprise. ‘You know each other?’


She said, ‘Pillsbury ran Empyrean with a firm hand back then, though not as a suit of armour. That came later, did it not, Pillsbury?’


‘It did indeed, Madame Prine.’


I stared. It had not occurred to me that Pillsbury had not always been a suit of armour. ‘What were you before then?’


‘I was a man,’ said Pillsbury simply. ‘A man dies, Mistress Vega. An enchanted suit of armour lives forever. And that was what was called for. Oh, I did so willingly.’


I said, ‘But who enchanted you?’


‘Your ancestor, Jasper Jane.’


‘Jasper Jane!’ exclaimed Delph, who, along with Petra, had lingered behind.


Pillsbury stared up at Delph. ‘Yes. It was necessary. Empyrean had to be kept safe. Master Jasper well knew that centuries might pass before things were made right, if they ever were. Thus, there had to be those who would remain here to take care of Empyrean.’


I looked at Astrea. ‘But why didn’t you come here directly after leaving the Quag?’ I asked. ‘You obviously knew of its existence. Your portrait hangs on the wall here.’


She shook her head. ‘I was not the one who enchanted it, thus I did not know its location.’


‘Who did, then? Alice and Gunther were dead before it became enchanted.’


‘Jasper also provided the protective incantations,’ said Astrea. ‘He knew the darker side of magic better than the rest of us. And as Pillsbury has already said, he wanted to ensure that Empyrean survived. It was his ancestral home, after all. It meant everything to him, and his sister. He would have done anything to protect it. And he did.’


‘I guess I can understand that,’ I said. ‘But why didn’t he inform you of this?’


‘It was a tumultuous time, Vega. It’s not like Jasper and I had the time or opportunity to sit down over tea. We were fleeing for our lives with a great deal to accomplish in a very short period of time. How did you find your way here?’


I held up my wand. ‘The Elemental led me here.’


She nodded. ‘Of course. It is the Elemental’s home as well, having belonged to Alice.’


Petra said, ‘Look, I know it’s a nice home and all, but would the Maladons finding this place back then have mattered all that much?’


Now Astrea’s piercing gaze bored into Petra. ‘Would it have mattered all that much?’ she said forcefully. ‘As you have no doubt discovered, there is much magic in this place. In addition to it being his beloved home, Jasper also believed that it would provide a safe haven one day for his descendants who had taken up the fight. That of course turned out to be correct. Not to mention that the golden wand of the slain Bastion Cadmus hangs on the wall. We would never want that instrument to fall into the hands of the Maladons—’


I interrupted her. ‘His wand no longer exists. I magically broke it apart and sent its pieces to provide wands to my army,’ I said. ‘Fifty wands from one.’


I had only once before absolutely stunned Astrea. Back at her cottage I had unleashed a magical blast without a wand, resulting in Astrea being blown off her feet and flung into a wall.


Well, I had just stunned her for a second time with only my words.


‘You . . . you created fifty wands from Bastion’s one? How? There is no incantation known that would accomplish that.’


‘I know. I created my own.’


She continued to stare at me in a way that was making me feel quite uncomfortable. ‘I see, Vega,’ she finally said.


‘Yes, I think you do,’ I said. ‘I have seen and talked to Uma Cadmus’s spirit. And also to Alice,’ I added.


Astrea’s jaw slackened. ‘You have seen Alice?’


‘I have.’


Astrea put out a hand to the wall to steady herself. Archie said worriedly, ‘Mum? You OK?’


With an effort, Astrea composed herself. ‘Yes, of course. It’s just that I never thought I would see dear Alice again. I never . . .’


‘Well, now you can,’ I said, looking at her curiously.


‘And how is she?’ asked Astrea anxiously.


Unsatisfied was the only word I could come up with. Pillsbury, who had been hovering in a corner of the room, stepped forward.


‘Madame Prine, would you care for some food, a bath, some clean garments and a soft bed upon which you could regain your energy?’ He swivelled his visor around to Archie. ‘And for your son too of course.’


Astrea nodded. ‘Yes, Pillsbury, that would be very welcome. Our beds have been the dirt and our food only what we could scrounge.’


She and Archie followed Pillsbury upstairs.


Astrea turned back on the stairs and looked down at me. Again, it seemed as though she could peel away my skin and look right into my head and heart. She had both irritated and intimidated me when we had first met. Her confidence seemed to be limitless. Yet I had ended up more than holding my own. So why did I feel like a schoolgirl once more?


It was so disconcerting that I turned and walked off, though I could still sense her watching me.


Petra and Delph followed, peppering me with questions.


‘Not now,’ I said. ‘We can talk later about it.’


‘But, Vega Jane—’ began Delph.


‘Not now!’ I barked.


I raced down the stairs to a room I knew well. The last time I had gone there, I had received the most shocking and terrible news of my life. That Wormwood and all those in it were gone.


Still, I needed to talk to someone.


A dead someone.


Sometimes, they know far more than those of us still alive.
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‘Alice?’


I looked around the drab, shadowy interiors of the room. It was here that I had first encountered the ghost or spirit or whatever it was of Alice Adronis, my people’s fiercest warrior. I had seen Alice do battle, watched her die. Been given the Elemental by her. And she had known me by name.


That was one thing I wanted to ask her about. I hadn’t all this time because, well, I guess I was afraid of what her answer might be.


‘Yes, Vega?’


She had appeared behind me, wearing the chain-mail armour in which she had perished on the battlefield. Her mortal wound still gaped in her chest. Each time I saw it, my own chest hurt.


‘I have news.’


‘I already know.’


‘You know? How?’


She glanced down at my wand, which I had slid through my belt.


The Elemental had once belonged to her, but it no longer acknowledged that – or so I had thought.


‘What the wand can see, I can see also,’ she said.


I looked down at the Elemental, feeling a bit betrayed.


‘So, you know that Astrea is here?’


She nodded. ‘I expect her to come and see me, soon.’


‘She told me you two were friends.’


‘I’m sure she told you many things.’


‘She taught me how to be a sorceress.’


‘She was always an able mentor.’


‘I owe her for that,’ I said slowly.


‘You owe no one anything,’ was her surprising reply. ‘You came to Astrea’s cottage by your own courage and ingenuity. You took her lessons and made the most of them. But your magical ability was always inside you, Vega. Astrea merely allowed it to find purchase. And then you left her and made your way across the Quag. You came here, and you have been fighting the Maladons with bravery and honour all this time. I repeat, you owe no one anything. Including me.’


‘Do you trust her?’


‘I have long trusted Astrea.’


‘So why are you telling me these things, then?’


‘Astrea has her own way of doing things. She does not take the advice of others often, or with . . . grace.’


‘She let me change her mind and cross the Quag.’


‘Yes, she did. And how did that turn out for her?’


‘I . . . I don’t know what you mean.’


‘When you’ve thought deeply enough about this, Vega, come back and see me.’


And with that, she vanished.


‘No, wait,’ I cried out. ‘I wanted to ask you something else.’


But she did not return.


‘Vega, you idiot,’ I muttered. ‘Why didn’t you just ask her the most important question first?’


I headed back upstairs.


It was a ritual I dreaded.


We were all lined up, dressed in our finest clothes.


I was at the head of the line.


I looked at the wooden coffin containing the mortal remains of Alabetus Trumbull.


We were in the rear grounds of Empyrean, which had been returned to its past glory by the loyal enchanted outdoor staff. It was a beautiful day with nary a cloud in the sky. But there were no beautiful thoughts in my head or my heart.


Only a deep sense of loss.


In my mind’s eye, I could see Alabetus smiling or making a quip over a meal. I could see him fighting alongside me against the Maladons. I could also see him grip the hand of Regina Samms, with whom he had grown very close.


We would be burying Alabetus next to Regina, for she had succumbed in battle one month earlier.


Alabetus had never been the same after her death. I suspected that the loss of Regina had driven him to take more and more risks in fighting the Maladons, as a way of avenging her death. And, finally, that had ended in his own demise.


I pulled my cloak tighter around me, stepped in front of the coffin and briefly eyed the grave that had been dug by the outdoor staff. Their marbleized forms stood off to the side at respectful attention.


I eyed the long line of graves previously dug. Today we would be adding Alabetus to this depressing number.


I shook off these thoughts and turned to the crowd facing me. Petra and Delph stood side by side.


Harry Two sat beside them.


On the far right were Astrea and Archie.


She wore robes of emerald green, while Archie was more plainly dressed in a sombre brown.


Astrea gave me a little nod, as though letting me know it was OK to start.


I frowned at this. It wasn’t like I needed her permission.


I cleared my throat and began.


‘Alabetus will be much missed, just like all the others,’ I said, my gaze drifting to the row of graves. ‘He fought bravely and ably by our sides. He gave his life in the fight against the Maladons. He will always be remembered as the fine warrior and good person that he was.’


At this Mrs Jolly used one of her wooden appendages to place a large hankie next to her eyes, while Pillsbury patted her gently with his metal hand.


‘I know that our losses have been heavy,’ I continued. ‘But with each of our fallen, we have forcefully let it be known to the Maladons that we will fight to the very end. That we will triumph over them. There will be no stopping us.’


I paused and fought back an urge to become strident in tone, to rally my troops. I could see in the grief-stricken faces riveted on me that this was not the time nor place to do so.


‘I want each of us to reflect on our loss and to think, each and every day, of Alabetus and the others we have lost. I want us to keep them in our heads and hearts. And devote ourselves to making sure that none of them will have died in vain.


‘But Alabetus was far more than a soldier fighting in a war, no matter how honourable that battle is. He was a man. A son. He had hopes and dreams of a better future.’ I cast my gaze sideways at Regina Samms’s grave. ‘He wanted to fall in love, marry and raise a family of his own. He wanted to have a life free from fighting, free from war. He wanted to live in peace, as we all do.’


I turned to the coffin and placed both my hands on it. I closed my eyes and bowed my head.


‘Alabetus, I believe that you can hear me. I want you to know that we all miss you and will never forget you. That we will fight on. In your name and in that of the others we have lost. We send your remains into the grounds of Empyrean, a haven of comfort, safety and fellowship. As to your spirit, it will remain always with us. It will help us in the days and months to come. It will make us better warriors. And better people when peace arrives for us all. Goodbye, Alabetus, honoured brother.’


I raised my wand. All those behind me did the same.


We sent waves of light into the air.


I lifted Alabetus’s coffin with an incantation and placed it gently into the grave.


With a sweep of my wand, the mound of dirt next to the grave moved and covered it.


I bowed my head, said a silent prayer, then lifted my head and turned to the others.


As was our usual custom, I said, ‘Does anyone here wish to say a few words?’


At other such burials, we usually had one or two who came forward.


For the last two interments, though, no one had stepped forward. As I looked over the downcast faces, I thought such would be the case here until she stepped up.


‘I would like to speak.’


I looked in surprise at Astrea Prine.


Her gaze was not on me; rather it was directed at all the others.


She walked forward until she stood directly in front of me. Flustered by this, I stepped awkwardly to the side.


‘My son, Archie, and I did not know Alabetus, but it is quite clear that he was a fine man and a worthy warrior. He fought with great bravery and died a hero to the cause. We wish his spirit peace.’ She paused, and I could see her features harden.


She pointed her wand at the row of graves. ‘There lies nearly half your number.’


I stiffened because I had some inkling of where she was going with this. I shot Delph a glance. He had the exact same look on his face as I’m sure I did on mine. When I looked at Petra, she was simply staring curiously at Astrea, waiting for her to proceed.


Astrea said, ‘I have been through a war with the Maladons before, many centuries ago. I fought against them as you are doing now.’


I looked around the group and saw, to my considerable dismay, that the others were listening raptly.


Astrea continued. ‘Because of that, I know them better than anyone here.’ She glanced at me. ‘Even better than Vega Jane.’


I felt my face begin to burn, but I remained silent. I had no wish to create an altercation at such a sacred ceremony.


‘I have come here to help in the fight,’ she continued. ‘My son has accompanied me. We have not been here long, but we have succeeded in killing a dozen Maladons already.’


There was a murmur from the crowd. She had impressed them – though I had killed far more Maladons than that myself.


She went on. ‘Vega is a fine sorceress and warrior.’ She smiled at me, and I found myself having to return the smile.


Her next words struck it from my face.


‘She should be because I trained her.’


I once more looked around the crowd and saw many surprised countenances. Some glanced at me before turning their attention back to Astrea.


‘Yes, I trained her, and while I believe that all of you have received instruction, I may be able to augment that education and convey to you the benefit of my magical ability and fighting experience.’ She glanced at me. ‘You may find it as useful as Vega did. Without it, I’m sure she will concede that it would have been impossible for her to reach this point in the war.’


There was nothing I could say. Because she was undoubtedly right.


She continued. ‘You have fought hard and well through what I am sure are many skirmishes and battles. But winning one or two battles is not important.’ She paused as she surveyed the crowd. ‘What is of critical importance is to have a strategy to win the war!’


She said this last word so fiercely that several in the crowd jumped.


‘The Maladons outnumber you on a vast scale. This is undeniable. At your current mortality rate, the conclusion of the war is inevitable.’ Here again, she paused. ‘You will lose.’


I shot a glance at Petra. Had she been talking to Astrea? Had she expressed the same concerns to her as she had to me?


‘This is not a reflection on you,’ Astrea said. ‘Or your fighting ability. Or your heart. It is simply that you are outnumbered. We had the same problem before, when we fought the Maladons.’


I could hold my silence no longer.


‘And you lost your war, did you not?’


Astrea turned to face me. The look on her features was not pleasant.


‘We did indeed lose that war. Which is why I’m here. To make sure that history does not repeat itself. I have valuable knowledge of the Maladons. I can make sure you do not make our mistakes. I can lead you to victory.’


I shot another glance at Delph. He looked outraged by her words.


Yet when I looked at Petra, she, once more, merely looked curious, even intrigued.
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