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Dragons of Wendal Book 1

Book Summary

 

Learning new magic isn’t as easy as Zoe expected, especially when the mages at Gorgon University seem dead set against teaching. Add in some necessary late-night sneaking about, and Zoe is almost certain to be kicked out. As for exploring the intriguing mysteries across the border in Wendal, well, it has more teeth than she ever imagined.

 

Dragons of Wendal




Prologue – Snitched, Snatched ​​

 

Cousin Lonnie was a complete idiot. 

I stormed through the castle gates, barely slowing to let Trevor register that it was just me, “helpful little Zoe.” Some of the other guards hassled women on principle and me out of spite. To some degree they all suspected I was a wizard, but like their king, most of them refused to believe a woman could be powerful enough to be dangerous.

Lonnie, like the wizard before him, was stationed at the top of the castle, which meant too many stairs. I took them two at a time, hugging the wall as closely as possible. One hand was on my dagger under the folds of my belted dress. Underneath I wore pants in case I needed to fight.  

The last time Lonnie had released the poor maligned sparrows to summon me, it was because he had royally screwed up a conjuring spell while trying to impress two visiting dukes. Lord Somerdon had just escaped the wizard lab as I came up the stairs. He foolishly decided on a drunken, overzealous welcome. By the time I convinced him to forgo his “welcome,” the conjured baby dragons had set fire to the tapestries, Lonnie’s clothing and Lord Grovert’s very short beard. Lonnie hadn’t known that even illusionary dragons, when spelled a certain way, came with very real flame.

Lonnie’s door was open this time.

I sniffed. No noxious fumes. No pigeons or bats flying out for their lives.

I went in low and fast, like Father had taught me—taught both of us. Lonnie had lived with us until he started apprenticing at the castle. Sadly, the old wizard suffered an inexplicable magical accident within the year, and Lonnie was left with nothing but the magic he had learned from Mother. It should have been enough, but Lonnie used his free time to preen before the castle ladies rather than practice or try to grow his skills.

I pressed against the wall just inside the doorway, but even so, the sight before me almost caused my knees to buckle. My knife came out automatically, slicing through the unnecessary dress.

I wanted badly to close my eyes, but settled for closing my gaping mouth. My knees straightened of their own accord, deciding that bunched fighting muscles weren’t called for.

“You blooming idiot,” I hissed.

Lonnie and Kal, the heir to the throne, were encased in a magical ward that looked suspiciously cage-like. We had agreed long ago that while Mother and I would help with magic, it was far better for everyone that the king never discover our ability to assist. The arrangement provided a certain freedom. I continued to train with the dream of leaving Central and attending mage school in one of two schools that accepted females. Mother was able to live her life mostly unencumbered. Lonnie kept his job and should have had time to learn his craft. 

So far, Lonnie had done nothing but waste his chance. 

He stood inside a pulsing blue cage, his eyes bulging. After one frantic glance my way, he ignored me in favor of the outside wall.

I rolled without looking, putting myself closer to the cage than I would have liked. In this case, it was probably the safest spot because whoever had captured Lonnie and the prince wasn’t likely to chance destroying the cage with a magic bolt.

The fire ball missed me by a feather. The smell of burned air wafted through the room. I was careful to avoid breathing the tainted ozone while I focused on the lady who had released the flaming blast. Her lithe form was topped by dark hair braided in a fancier style than my own. She jumped from the stone window. Her bluish-gray tunic and trousers blended well with the window ledge and had kept her hidden long enough to give her the opportunity to almost fry me when she threw flames.

Neither of us was dumb enough to underestimate the other. I circled away, holding my useless dagger. The sword she held announced her as the better fighter. The cage behind me...might or might not be her magic, but the fire had definitely come from her. The only thing that saved me from immediate death was that half her attention was on the doorway. She had no way of knowing that I was the only reinforcement coming. 

“I don’t know how they managed a call for help, but it will be their last,” she said. Her booted foot slid gracefully towards me. 

With the cage behind me, I had no choice but to dart sideways. “He isn’t even good enough to call for help,” I replied. As I turned slightly, I saw my cousin’s still bulging eyes, but he wasn’t talking. The ward was even better than I originally thought if it kept him from babbling excuses.

“But you came. That’s unfortunate for you.” 

“Damn right it is.” I sidled away from her weaving sword one more time, but there was little room left. She had me unless I was able to slip under her guard and out the door. Of course, I hadn’t come completely unprepared. Danger was expected, especially that of a magical nature. I just hadn’t expected the peril to be in the form of a complete stranger and someone who probably deserved to live. 

“I don’t suppose you’d just like to leave?” I offered. 

My question surprised her. “And extract no revenge?”

“It’s possible I can reverse whatever spell he used that has caused you...problems.” Even though I didn’t know the nature of Lonnie’s transgression, I had reversed enough of his mistakes that I could probably fix this one in my sleep—if I lived long enough. 

Her sword lowered the tiniest fraction. “Why was I called?”

“He called you here?” I dared a glance at the chalk scrawls on the floor that surrounded Lonnie and the prince. Sure enough, it looked like his work, careless about color, thin lines in some places, thicker in others. How had he then been trapped by his own spell? Idiot. I stifled a sigh. “If you put the sword away, I can probably figure out how to send you back.” 

Suspicious, she raised her weapon again. 

“Look, I have no war with you.” To show my good faith, I put my dagger away. In the process, I cut more of the dress because I wasn’t used to wearing it these days. With my hand free, I palmed the crystal where I had stored enough energy to defend against an army of baby dragons, rats or men. 

Luckily, her sword lowered. I backed to the cage. “It’s going to take me a few minutes to read the spell. I have to figure out what he was doing before I can disassemble it.”

“He called me from Wendal,” she said. 

“What?” I blinked in disbelief before turning to my cousin. “You called her from Wendal? Whatever for?” Something in the magic caused Lonnie’s spelled-white hair to stand straight up. Kal’s natural, dark-blond hair was tied back with a braided leather thong. 

“I cannot imagine why they stole me here,” she answered, since Lonnie couldn’t. “The tall one reached into the cage and grabbed me. While he was half in, half out, I exchanged places with him.” If being pulled into a strange room without warning wasn’t enough of a clue, she had obviously recognized the diagram on the floor as an entrapment spell. When the prince broke through the circle, it probably wasn’t hard for her to outmaneuver him and change places with him.  

I smiled and almost laughed out loud, but the prince would throw me in the dungeon later if I let my mirth get the better of me. “How’d you get Lonnie in there?” 

“Threw him.” 

Now I did laugh. “Is the silence spell yours?”

“No.” 

“So they didn’t want you able to talk.”  

She shrugged and indicated her sword. “I don’t need words.” We watched each other, my heart no doubt beating louder than hers. She raised the sword slowly and slid it into a scabbard behind her back. 

I gave her a nod as thanks. 

With her sword away, I trusted her enough to move to one side of the circle and begin reading. On the far side, where I was fairly sure she couldn’t throw anything at me without damaging the cage, I studied the spell. Of course, the innermost line was the calling, which meant that I risked destroying the cage and the speak spell when I sent her back. I didn’t want to deal with all three spell-lines disintegrating at the same time if I could help it.

Since she hadn’t attacked, I walked around, deciphering. If I hadn’t trained with Lonnie, I never would have been able to read it so quickly. If I hadn’t disabled the last conjuring he had done, I wouldn’t have recognized Lonnie’s idiot error either. 

I dropped to my knees, my potential enemy taking on a whole new light. Something in my manner must have attracted her attention because she edged closer, doing her own studying. I glanced up at her and swallowed hard. “Seems they were looking for a beautiful maiden,” I choked out, hoping she couldn’t read the diagrams all that well. 

“Perhaps that is why the tall one mistakenly called me his ‘very own beauty’ when he made a grab for me.” 

Even if she wasn’t what I now suspected, calling her—or any maiden—made no sense. “Where was he going to keep you? Locked in this diagram?”

We both stared at the two men trapped in the cage and then at each other. “He had sparrows locked up,” she said. “I let them go.”

So that was how Lonnie had gotten lucky enough to have the birds come to me for help. “Planning for the future has never been Lonnie’s strong point.” Neither was copying spells. He had obviously copied part of the one he had learned for calling baby dragons—only instead of altering all the parts to call a beautiful maiden, he had left in some very specific dragon lines.

I cleared my throat, very sure that this lady did not need my help getting home, by magic or mundane. “I can reverse the spell. You’ll have to take it up with the prince’s father—the king—if you want revenge.” Most people thought those in Wendal had very interesting and sometimes powerful familiars, but in the deepest underground circles, those from Wendal were rumored to be changers; eagles, bears—and the most powerful, dragons. I knew without a doubt which rumor was true.

“I’m not getting back in that cage,” the lady replied, her fingers twitching towards her sword. 

“Don’t worry, you don’t have to be in the circle for me to reverse the spell.” I could undo most of Lonnie’s work without much study because he always used the same word of power to set a spell, another one to activate it and another one to disperse it. Total, he probably only used five words of power. 

Lonnie had no doubt gotten in this mess by bragging that he could call a beautiful maiden any time he wanted. The prince had no doubt gotten in this mess because he was arrogant, believing he could ogle a fair maiden—or take advantage of her—and then send her back without a single consequence. He obviously didn’t understand magic because he had stupidly stepped inside the diagram.

“Idiots,” I muttered. 

“Indeed. And how do I know that you are any better?” 

My hands paused in the act of preparing to deactivate the spell. “That’s a good question.” I lowered my hands. “Do you want to just leave?”

Her eyes flicked towards the window. “Just like that?”

“I can get you out of the castle without any problems.” I thought about my offer and corrected it. “I can get you out with a minimum of annoyances.”  

She almost smiled. “With a spell?”

I shook my head. “I was thinking on foot.”

“That would be the safer. No offense.” 

In her boots, I don’t think I’d let a total stranger attempt to reverse unknown magic either. I sighed. “Okay. Let’s go.”

She raised perfectly chiseled black eyebrows. “You’re going to leave them there?”

I shrugged. “They’re going to bellow and make stupid demands...hmm.” I took in the spell lines again. “I’ll release them in an hour once we are safely away.” I hunted quickly through Lonnie’s supplies, found what I wanted and laid a circle of white sand around the cage. I would never use sand outside where the wind could destroy it, but in this case, I needed a timed-link.

On the far side of the cage, I dribbled a tiny bit of sand against the speaking spell and then an almost-connecting line to the cage circle. I would tie all the new sand to an hourglass. When the sands ran down, the new sand would link, releasing the cage and the speaking spell.

As I set the sands, my hand froze over the diagrams, staring again at the dragon symbol. My heart beat harder as I realized a problem with letting her walk out. If she had to defend herself in a more public setting, it would be no small disaster. If she were somehow captured...either this time or the next...

It was a testament to Mother’s training that my hand didn’t shake as I reworked the two outer layers, quickly doing what needed to be done, hoping the woman from Wendal hadn’t noticed my hesitation. 

I sat back on my heels. “There is one problem.” I stood and moved back towards her, ushering her to the far side of the room. Lowering my voice, I told her one of my concerns.

“He wouldn’t try this again!” 

“He’s an idiot,” I assured her. “If I don’t destroy the diagram, he is likely to copy the thing. The prince has been humiliated, but at this point, the most he knows is where you are from and what you look like. But it wouldn’t surprise me if he demanded my cousin try again, just to prove—” 

“That they have no wish to live.” 

I nodded, sorry. “Leaving here with it still intact gives him too much time to memorize it or copy it. You could wait for me to destroy it, but the longer we delay, the greater the chance we’ll be discovered. Once I start erasing the spell, I can’t just send you back either. We could find ourselves severely limited.” 

Her eyes flashed. “I could go with my first plan, kill all of you and erase any signs of how I was called.”

“You could.” I still had my crystal with stored power. I might even have time to use it if necessary. Of course, she didn’t deserve to die. Lonnie and the prince probably did, but I certainly didn’t. There was really only one option. I didn’t like to make choices for people or push my magic on them, but I didn’t see any other way out. My stomach tightened. I kept my arms loose, never betraying my intent. 

She withdrew her sword, slowly, deliberately.

With a flick of my wrist, I scattered the last bit of sand on her foot and uttered Lonnie’s Word.

It was easy to hold my ground against the sudden, swift breeze because I expected it. The vacuum from her exit filled with air. 

I stared at the empty space. My ears popped. 

It would have been easier if she had trusted me. As it turned out, I was no different than Lonnie, forcing a spell on her, not allowing her the choice of how she returned to Wendal. The only good news was that my reversal would work a hell of a lot better than anything Lonnie ever tried. 

I turned back to the two remaining spells that hadn’t turned out quite as Lonnie had planned. “Idiot.”

It was risky, reversing the calling by itself, but I needed her gone before they were released. Leaving them for any length of time, even stuck inside the ward, gave Lonnie too much time to make the situation worse. 

My dress was a liability, so I dumped it in a corner before sweeping up the sand, working back to the circles. With excruciating care, I erased the inner spell, the calling. If my hand slipped, Lonnie or the prince could drag me into the cage—or if my body crossed the line, they could swap me in there as the lady from Wendal had done to them. I worked very, very precisely. 

When every bit of the calling was cleared, I hunted through Lonnie’s messy shelves until I found two partial bottles of wine that had turned to vinegar. 

Some spells, especially after being activated, etched themselves lightly into stone. I wasn’t taking any chances on this one being read back later. The vinegar soaked partially into the stone, destroying any lightly formed links. 

After I was certain the inner spell was completely gone, I released the outer ring, the silencing spell. 

The prince said two words: “Release me.”

Lonnie babbled a cross between demands, excuses and threats. 

I stood well back until Lonnie stopped talking. 

“There will be no punishment for me. I’ll have your word.” 

The prince snarled, “I promise you nothing, scullery. You’ll release us now.” He was his father’s son, unreasonably angry at being rescued and by a girl no less. Too bad for him.  

“I’d rather get the king. Maybe he will promise not to hurt me. I think I’ll just tell him I found you when I came to visit my cousin.” 

Kal’s mouth twitched and more dangerous than words, his brown eyes threatened retribution. The prince would have some explaining to do if the king found out he had been messing with wizard spells. He’d also be in trouble for letting himself be captured. Perhaps worst of all, even if the king believed I could help, he wouldn’t accept my offer. That would mean the prince could be stuck a lot longer—like until the king hired another wizard.

“You won’t be hurt,” the prince finally ground out.

“No repercussions. No threats, no pleas to the king for rules that could affect me, no pranks, no thieves showing up to teach me a lesson, no dungeon. Your word on it.”

He snarled, “My...word.”

It sounded more like a question than a promise. I made a sign in the air, not even needing to pull from the crystal for such a light binding spell. “Say it. Give your word that no harm will come to me by your hands or by your means, no matter how casual.”

To my eyes, the diagram glowed a light green. He stared at the space where I had drawn the magic, then at me. He started to speak, looking at Lonnie before facing me again. “You have my word. I will not harm you or attempt to harm you. By any means.”

I whispered the word. The green glowed brighter and then curled itself into a ball. It raced towards the prince, disappearing just before the magic brushed along his neck. “Thank you.”

I uttered Lonnie’s word of power again. The bars of the cage snapped down, leaving dust upon the drawing.

The prince stalked past me without a word.

Lonnie sat in a heap without even exiting the diagram. He moaned. 

I almost felt sorry for him, but not enough to change my mind. “I won’t bring the sparrows back. Not now, not ever.”

His head came up so fast it ought to have snapped. He gaped at me. 

“No more, Lonnie.” The male sparrow returned to me anytime Lonnie set the birds loose. I’d feed it and then it would go find Lonnie. It had been a game we discovered years ago. The last two times the bird had flown to me, it had stayed at the cottage even though I released it. I had finally brought it back to Lonnie, but it was obvious now that bird had been trying to tell me something. “Bittle won’t be coming back.”

“She killed him?”

“No,” I said. “You did. You’ve killed any desire that bird had to be cared for by you. Even the bird realized that the only person you care about is you. Bittle has his flock to take care of. He isn’t going to be your messenger anymore.”

“But—”

“And I’m not going to come running to the rescue anymore either, Lonnie. You’re the castle wizard. I’m not.”

“You have to! I can’t do this job on my own. I’ll tell him that you have been helping me!”

“The king won’t believe you if you tell him a woman has been helping you. And if you tell him that you can’t do the job, he’ll replace you. Either way, I’m off the hook. Lonnie, this was your chance. To do better than I could. Because,” I swallowed my anger. “Because you’re male and the king respected you automatically.”

“I’ll hire you,” he said desperately. “I’m allowed an apprentice!”

On my worst day I could perform more spells than he could remember, total. “The prince is going to tell his father you are incompetent. You’d better be ready to prove otherwise.”

Without another word, I left. Lonnie would sulk for days before he took action. It would be long enough for me to disappear. Bound word or not, I didn’t trust the prince. Ready or not, it was time for mage school. If I could pass the entrance exam...there would be plenty of time to practice on the journey because it was a long one. I had just this day decided that I wanted to go to the school at the very corner of the Kingdom of Birk, far from Central, the main city where it seemed that I had spent enough of my life. Interestingly enough, the school was very close to Wendal.

 

 




Chapter 1 – Gorgon University One Year Later​​

 

The only good to come from leaving Central and going to mage school was being away from cousin Lonnie and castle politics. But I dearly missed my birds because message birds weren’t allowed, not for mere students. My favorite sparrow had traveled with me until we were two days out from Gorgon University. Had it not been for Bittle, I might never have made it at all. He warned me about the wolves. 

“Fly, fly!” He twittered nervously and hovered on the highest branch of a nearby pine.

Who was I to argue with a bird? It was darker than dusk, but not yet full night. I left the fire, pulled on my pack and climbed. I sat in the tree the entire night while the wolves prowled below. They knew I was there. One laughed at me, peeing on the trunk of the tree where I perched.

“Are you from Wendal?” I asked, innocently enough. When the wolf’s golden yellow eyes glowed up at me, I knew I was pushing my luck, but grinned anyway. “I mean you no harm.”

The wolf snorted. 

Yeah. As if I were a threat to the wolf. But the wolf couldn’t know for certain whether or not I was dangerous. It had to wonder how I had been clever enough to climb a tree before its arrival. Bittle didn’t move around much at night, but he understood the warnings of the other animals and conveyed information to me if the tales were pertinent enough to him. 

The wolf rolled its tongue, but then bared its teeth in a warning snarl.

“Yes, yes. I’m not stupid.” My legs were firmly on the limb, not dangling. If the wolf was from Wendal, it could turn man. And if that were the case, it could climb the tree and do me harm, unlike the wolf form, which was mostly bound to the ground. I had little trouble understanding the wolf either way; like most animals, its feelings were fairly obvious to me. It would have been smarter to keep my ability secret, but even if the wolf was from Wendal, it would likely assume my conversation was luck, not real communication.

His eyes glowed a final warning as he sidled away from the tree. He didn’t appear to be careless or stupid enough to take coincidence for granted. It would be a good thing if I didn’t run into this wolf again.

 

* * *

 

Sitting in the school garden wedged between two thick lilac bushes, I almost wished the wolf had warned me to stay in Central and become a sensible seamstress. But even if he had been a shapeshifter, I doubt he concerned himself with the politics in the Kingdom of Birk or inept schools that seemed unable to impart wisdom on its students. 

I crouched like a thief in hiding, waiting for dusk to settle deeper. It was too dark to continue reading the text I had filched from the library. A mage lamp would have solved the problem, but the whole point in concealing myself was to avoid getting caught trying to learn a new spell on my own. The light would be a dead giveaway.

Gorgon University was a newer school, founded just over a hundred and fifty years ago by Gorgon, a legendary mage from the Kingdom of Anton. The school had a reputation as forward thinking, but it was falling well short of its motto to teach not only well-known spells, but the coveted technique of creating brand new ones. 

There were more rules than sense at the school. The two new spells I had learned happened only after I became desperate enough to “borrow” texts and read in secret. Any indication that a student could perform even the simplest of spells resulted in a lengthy interrogation.

I waited impatiently for darkness so that no one would witness me carrying the book back inside. The click of a key turning in a lock, followed by the squeak of rusty hinges on a rarely used door near the bushes interrupted my stupor.

I huddled down even lower inside my carved out hiding spot. 

A man with a long dark cloak shuffled out of the door backwards. He complicated his situation by dropping his half of a long bundle. The bulky package immediately began struggling against the ropes and a thick blanket that wrapped it from heel to neck. A loose hood covered the prisoner’s head.

My eyes widened, but with all the leaves in front of my face, it wasn’t possible to see very well. My heart tripped over itself. Very carefully, I moved a single branch. 

Muffled protests came from the trussed-up captive. A shorter man than the first pushed the prisoner’s legs free of the door. He was roundly kicked for his mistake of assuming the captive would not fight. 

I kept my breathing completely quiet, smelling the damp earth and decaying leaves that were now very close to my face. Who was it?  

The biggest guy grabbed the shoulders of the trapped person and lifted again, but with a violent twist, the captive yanked free. The hood caught on the man’s sword sheath and pulled loose. 

Despite the heavy gag, I recognized Irwin. His face was closer to me than it would have been had I been standing instead of flattened behind the bushes. His eyes bulged as he fought for his life. One ear was dark with blood. 

I let the branch go and reached for the hidden yellow crystal sewn into my tunic. It was well concealed because if anyone at the school caught me with it, the questions would go on forever. First year students weren’t allowed any elements that could store power or spells. We supposedly weren’t trained enough. 

In the dimming light, Irwin may have seen my face or maybe he spotted the lilac branch as it moved. His eyes were already bulging and the sounds he made through the gag would have been the same whether he saw me or not.

I had only spoken to Irwin once, just a week ago. He had caught me returning a filched text to the library. The ponderous wooden door should have been closed and locked—it was almost always locked, even before curfew. With me half slipping out of it, the door obviously wasn’t secured. 

Irwin had whispered, “Back inside, quick!” 

I had obeyed, expecting him to duck inside with me, but he had grabbed the door from my unresisting hand and pulled it closed. 

There was nothing but silence for a while and then his voice came through the thick oak door. “Too much sword practice and my legs cramp up. Trying to walk it off. ”

A strident male voice berated him about curfew, responsibility and studying spells harder so he wouldn’t be reliant on his sword. 

Irwin murmured apologies and for his trouble, he received assurances he would be getting demerits on his record. 

He was lucky he was a noble paying exorbitant tuition. If they had caught me or the two of us together, I knew who would have gotten the worst end of it. If they had seen me coming out of the library, they’d have packed my bags for me. 

I planned to wait for a long time to make sure the danger was past, but to my surprise, within a minute or two, a light tap brushed the door. It opened and Irwin slipped inside. 

He grinned. “May I escort you upstairs? We’ll need to hurry. The mage-master has been meeting with half the staff tonight. The hallways are busy.” 

“What’s going on?” 

He shrugged. “No idea. Some strangers arrived late. I caught wind of happenings when I noticed strange mounts in the stables. I was headed back to my rooms when I ran into you.” He cracked the door a mere slit and checked the hallway. 

We scooted out, and he waited for me to lock the library. 

We practically flew through the hallways and up the stairs. Nobles often had privileges the rest of us didn’t, but if he were caught a second time and with me in tow, I hoped he had a better excuse ready than cramping muscles.

At my dorm room, he gave me an undeserved half bow and a smile before trotting off to the stairwell that led up to the next level where he had private rooms.

Perhaps he never mentioned my secret because he had been coming in a back exit that was used to access the stables, a place where he had no legitimate business at that hour. The nobles had someone to care for their mounts and the rest of us were allocated time in very firmly kept schedules. 

He wasn’t keeping a schedule now, that was for sure. The two men picked him back up and hurried along the wall until they reached the outer gate. 

I edged free of the bushes, expecting a few precious seconds to sneak up on them, but the gate didn’t slow them down at all. It was unlocked. They were through it and behind the stone wall before I went more than two steps. 

The few defense spells I knew required preparation. They wouldn’t work from a distance. Flames were useless unless one of them stood still while I set him afire. Light and illusion...if only there had been time to set a spell ahead of time, I could have blasted them across the garden.

As I glided forward as fast as possible, their voices carried over the wall. “Ain’t no one gonna want to marry a Wendal girl. No way I’d take a man over there.”

“We only...as far as...” the other responded, his voice fading in and out as they moved off.

My attention was already riveted, but I froze and held my breath trying to hear better. Part of the reason I had chosen Gorgon Uni was because cousin Lonnie had called a woman from Wendal for the prince. Even before that incident, rumors of witches, familiars and shifters had me fascinated by the region. Now thieves were dragging Irwin off to Wendal? 

But why? It was becoming increasingly clear that someone or several someones wanted an alignment with Wendal. Or maybe a war. “Oh, Irwin, you are in trouble, indeed.”

I kept low and scurried to the gate. There were two of them and one of me...and they had been given a key to one of the outside doors. Who here had given it to them? 

At the gate I paused to listen, but only the wind spoke now. A quick peek through the metal frame revealed the empty pasture and the forest beyond. 

It was now too dark to see footprints. Had they horses waiting? It would make sense. Who had let them in and told them where to find Irwin?

If there had been a chance to help, I had blown it. They must have had horses even though I hadn’t heard them.

Instead of returning to the library, I rushed upstairs to my room, book and all. Throwing open the wooden shutters, I despaired. It was too dark to make out cloaked thieves rushing off with their prize. No telling which direction they had taken. It was too late to find a bird to follow.

I paced. The scant rug had been worn bare long before my arrival, but my fretting was going to leave it even more threadbare.

“Who kidnapped Irwin, and what does Wendal have to do with anything?” There was no one to answer me. Thankfully, my roommate was off in a study group even though the approved texts were missing half their pages. “I could follow. Let those who care about him know where he has been taken. It wouldn’t be more than a missed day of study...” If I didn’t make it back before morning, I’d be kicked out of school.

“After I find out what has happened to Irwin, I can apply to a new school. Go somewhere better that actually teaches.” But getting into Gorgon had been difficult enough. My parents had enough merchant skills to do well enough in Central, but without the haphazard education I had gained from helping Lonnie, plus a scholarship because he was the castle wizard, I wouldn’t be here. We couldn’t afford the expensive lessons that most students received before applying to the universities.

At eighteen summers, I was a year or three younger than many of the mages-in-training and had far less formal education. Passing the university level exams had tested me sorely. “I don’t even know Irwin, anyway.” But what if it had been me carted off into the night by dangerous men? Not likely. I wasn’t important enough to kidnap. “They’ll likely kill him. Of course, I cannot stop them anyway.” 

But in the end, I knew I would go. “I’ll see where they have taken him and be back before morning.” The hard part would be finding his trail.

“I’m going to need supplies.” Difficult, that. Grimly determined, I pulled my pack from under the bed. Donning my old clothes was a vast improvement over the scratchy wool uniform. It wasn’t just that mother could out-sew most merchants either; it was the lack of quality of the uniform cloth. 

Nothing here made sense. Instead of learning, we were shuffled from class to class like chickens to new pens. If anything, the teachers seemed bent on bleeding out any talent. While those without magical ability or interest were quite common all over Birk, it was a mystery how at least four student teachers became such without knowing a single spell.

Maybe I just didn’t belong here. My training had rather large gaps, and I tended to fail some of the simple tests even though I could work far more complicated spells. 

It was foolish to worry about it now given what I was about to do. 

I opened the door to the hallway and nearly ran into the mage-master’s wife, Teal, as she rushed through the corridor. She emitted a half-swallowed scream and almost dropped a partially covered crystal mage light. She was too startled to notice my lack of uniform. I allowed my pack to slide off my shoulder and land behind the door where she couldn’t see it.

“Mage-Master Alcen missed supper again,” Teal said breathlessly. As she turned back to the open hallway, one calloused hand pushed a curl of shocking white hair away from a face too young for it. “Need sausage and cheese.” 

If she was on her way to the kitchens, there went my plans to filch even a small cache of traveling supplies. I could hardly stuff my bag full in front of the head mistress. Sadly, of all the places in the school, the kitchen was guarded the most heavily. Heaven forfend someone get access to a metal spoon that might be used to store energy for a spell. 

I watched her hurry off.

“Bother.” I picked up my pack and noted my last three arrows sticking out of their special sleeve. The bow was attached to the side of the pack and even if it did fit inside, putting it there was a waste of time. I wrapped my pack and bow in my cloak and slung it over my shoulder like a laundry bag. It was too late to be doing laundry. The best I could hope for was that no one would recognize me half hidden behind the pack.

I got moving. 

The stables weren’t heavily guarded; most of the students took little interest in their mounts and even so, where would they go?

Somewhere, apparently. Brittany, my roommate, had beaten me down there. Her long black hair was shoved under a hat. The pants and tunic she had stolen fit too loosely on her wiry frame. She had her mount already saddled. 

“Late to be traveling, isn’t it?” She spun around low and ready for a fight, which was a little surprising since most students came from upper-class families who were able to hire protection if necessary. Unlike me, she was at least related to someone of importance, although she was far enough down the line that she didn’t rate her own rooms. The way she held her knife told me she knew how to use it and well.

I slipped quickly out of reach.

She snarled, “If you’ve been paid to delay me from rescuing Irwin, take the money and run. You’ll not win.”

I backed away and opened a stall door between us for protection. She had just admitted why she was down here and with no prompting from me. One confession deserved another. “I’m not working for anyone. I thought I’d find out enough to send a bird messenger to someone who cared.” 

She checked the outside entrance before flicking her eyes back at me. “How do you know someone took him if you weren’t sent to stop me?”

“I was in the garden studying. They walked right past me with Irwin tied down tighter than a hog on roast day.”

“Bastards! If they want a scapegoat to control, they can pick one of the others. Stay out of my way. I’m going after him.”

I pondered that. Irwin was one of the school’s most valuable assets, potentially in line for his own piece of the kingdom if all went well, but that did not tell me how she was involved. “I thought you were the daughter of Duke...Wellingham?” I guessed badly.

Her eyes narrowed. “Try again.”

“Well, you aren’t from Central and neither is Irwin.” Come to think of it, I couldn’t name the exact territory from which Irwin hailed. Hmm. I didn’t put much stock in the status of the nobles because I wasn’t one and stood to gain nothing from their jockeying for position, but it was odd that in all the mutterings, I couldn’t place either of them more closely than “north.” Had Brittany ever told me where she was from? Or had she purposely evaded the question by acting as if I should know?

“Just stay out of my way. Go back inside and don’t tell anyone I’ve gone. You’ll be perfectly safe.” She stopped talking on a gasp. In a strained voice, she continued, “Could worse luck possibly fall?”

I turned and saw the cause of Brittany’s alarm. “Hewitt!” The son of Mage-Master Alcen gazed at us from the stable door. He chewed on his fist. At four years of age, he shouldn’t have been awake and certainly not wandering about unattended. 

“Hewitt, what are you doing here?” I whispered.

He bent stubby knees to trail his finger along the dirt floor. His drawing was too deliberate to be a child playing.

“You know where Irwin has been taken,” I guessed, quickly making my way to him. “Hewitt, tell me and save us all the trouble.” 

He shook his head. “Must go,” he said before turning his fist back into a nervous meal.

I stared into his intelligent eyes and despaired. Few others acknowledged he was a seer; his father and mother both denied the signs. Twice I’d seen him work his tricks. The first time was in the garden. Hewitt came running out of the school and searched quickly until he found a long thin stick. He placed his find just so, partially in the shade of an apple tree. Then he ran back inside.

I had continued studying my borrowed library text, quite hidden from view. A half hour later, Hewitt reappeared behind his father, Master Alcen. The mage-master was cleaner than a homeless beggar but just as disheveled. His beady hawk eyes missed very little, but his long white hair was so long and tangled, it hid the parts of his face that his flowing beard and mustache did not. Loose robes threatened to drop off behind him as he wandered the garden, studying his options.

Master Alcen finally picked Hewitt up and settled him under the apple tree. “You stay here and enjoy the sunshine. Da has things to do.” The mage-master then drew a large containment spell around the tree and Hewitt. He left the boy with toys and a snack.

Once Master Alcen had safely disappeared, Hewitt ate his snack and then crouched near the stick. It lay underneath the glyphs the mage-master had drawn. Hewitt carefully turned the stick, much like he was opening a door—or in this case the circle. With gleeful delight, he stepped out of his confinement.

Though I had made not a single sound, Hewitt knew I was in the garden. He disappeared inside the school for a bit, stole a snack from somewhere and then crawled between the lilacs to share his largess with me. 

This dark night, he was more demanding. He raised his hands and let them flop back to his sides. “Mama won’t take me. You will.”

“We’ll be flogged to within an inch of our lives,” Brittany said in horror. “And you two will only slow me down and cause the alarm to be sounded.”

Hewitt tugged my arm. “Mama comes. Fire starts.”

I had no idea what he was talking about. “What fire?”

“Mama leaves. Hurry!”

“Drat!” Hewitt’s mother was already up and about; I’d just seen her. Perhaps she had really been searching for her wayward son, but didn’t want to admit he was missing. I rushed to the end of the stalls to my pony. “Do you have an extra mount for Irwin?”

“I don’t have time for this,” Brittany warned.

“You won’t know where to find Irwin unless we follow Hewitt,” I pointed out. “Hewitt wouldn’t be here if we didn’t need him. It’s the way of seers.” 

Brittany ground her teeth. “I have another mount for Irwin.”

Getting through the outer gates was not as hard as it should have been, but since someone had kidnapped Irwin, the complete lack of security was one more suspicious sign that someone at the school was complicit. 

Once outside the gates, I secured Hewitt on the horse with Brittany’s supplies. Luckily she had found a way to procure food. Hewitt was nothing more than another small lump of supplies except for the brightness of his face peering out from dark curls. “Keep your head on the pack,” I instructed.

He smiled and obediently pillowed his head.

“I may kill Irwin myself for this mess,” Brittany muttered. 

Once safely into the trees, Brittany asked, “Hewitt would tell us if we were going the wrong way?” 

“Who can know?” But I knew. The kid had more than vague dreams. He had visions even in the light of day that kept him out of trouble. I looked back in the direction of the university. No fire. What fire had he been talking about? Perhaps he meant the bonfire they’d start when they decided to burn me for my stupidity.

Traveling in the dark was just one more foolish decision, but luckily my mount was more hardy pony than high-bred. She was sure-footed and calm. Brittany’s mounts were taller and less stout, but they too plodded along in no particular hurry or worry.

Hewitt whimpered in his sleep anytime we strayed from a westerly path. 

“How did you know someone had kidnapped Irwin?” I asked.

My only answer was the clop of hooves against the ground. Brittany casually leaned forward as if to miss a low-hanging branch, but I saw her reach into her boot. Perhaps I shouldn’t have asked. My pony was plodding half behind hers, but if her boot housed a throwing dagger, my current position wouldn’t save me. 

Her head never twisted my way, and luckily her arms stayed forward. My heart beat so loudly, I nearly missed her answer. “I’m his sister. I check on him often.”

It would be rude of me to point out that her story couldn’t possibly be true. If she was his sister, she’d have private rooms like he did. It would have been more believable if she had claimed a romantic tryst with him. 

Hewitt mumbled something sleepily, but it was little more than half a giggle.

“How many men were there?” Brittany finally asked.

I had nothing to hide and no reason to keep the information from her. She’d known me for the entire year. I’d given her no reason to mistrust me and wasn’t about to now, not with her ready to skewer me. “Two. A large guy, easily a foot or more taller than myself and a short stocky one who complained about the task.”

“Was it Camden?” 

“Camden?” I repeated. “Who is he? A teacher?” Someone inside the school had to have been helping, but neither man had acted like a student or a teacher. I knew most of the help, including the boys in the stable and it hadn’t been any of them. 

Brittany kept her attention on picking out a path through the heavy woods. “Camden was a student a long while back, but he...visited now and then. Very tall, brown hair, almost always tied back with a heavy gold clip. He complains a great deal, carries a sword and swaggers constantly.”

Now how would she know a former student and so well that she could describe him in such detail? Camden, if it had been he, had not used magic and had left the distinct impression of thug rather than student, but then, he’d been in the middle of kidnapping Irwin, not reading a textbook. “They both wore heavy cloaks. The tall one did have a sword but with Irwin between them, no one was swaggering. It was near dark out. Could be him, although it was the shorter one doing the complaining about taking someone to Wendal.”

When she was silent for some time, I finally asked, “Why would anyone want to drag him off to Wendal?”

“Stupidity. Sheer stupidity.” 

It was, apparently, the only answer she was going to give. The occasional snap of a twig under horse hooves filled in the quiet around us. To my relief, Brittany did lean back to her boot. Apparently my answers had been good enough to ward off an immediate fight.

She rode well and the mounts she had brought along were very good stock. Irwin was a noble. The sister lie reeked of hiding something, but she also wasn’t a bawling lover stealing away to rescue him. The only part I believed was that she checked on him often.

By the time the moon reached its peak, I faced facts. I had left the school, and my chances of sneaking back unnoticed became more and more unlikely with each step, no matter what I had told myself earlier. Without proper training as a mage, I could aspire to no more than living in the country and hoping a low noble became my patron in exchange for a spell or three that he couldn’t otherwise afford. Moving back to Central was laughable. Lonnie would plague me with threats in order to gain my help—assistance and spells he never paid for. I had put that game behind me with great relief, and I wasn’t crawling back now. 

Maybe, somehow, another mage school would accept me. 

I stifled a worried groan. Training as a seamstress like my mother would have been far better than this disaster. Too many untrained mages ended up barely able to recharge crystal lanterns and living in a dungeon while they attempted the bidding of some crazy politician. Want to eat? Do the spell. Can’t? You’ll stay here and rot.

Nobles always appeared to have it much better, but Irwin had been trussed up like any peasant and hustled out of the school under cover of darkness. If I hadn’t been sitting in the garden contemplating my stolen library text, I’d be in bed now, blissfully unaware. Unless Hewitt had come and dragged me out anyway.

The four-year-old must have known I was thinking about him because his sleepy eyes blinked at me when I turned to check on him. He sat up, but otherwise stayed perfectly still. He listened to sounds or sights only a seer could sense before flopping his head back down without a word.

His actions did nothing to dispel my visions of a lonely dungeon in my future. 

We plodded onward, taking no breaks and having no real evidence we were headed the right way, but by the time the light of dawn threatened the skyline, there was no denying we were headed for the village of Glaston. It directly bordered Wendal unless you counted the no-man’s zone that ran a mile the entire width of the border. 

As we approached the thinning trees closer to the village, sounds carried in the morning air, including church bells. The scene, when we finally topped the hill, took my breath away. “Oh no!” I had thought whoever took Irwin would hide him away until a marriage could be arranged, but from the activity, it was obvious a large celebration was about to take place.

“This was well-planned ahead of time,” Brittany muttered, surveying the throngs of people below. The entire village was dressed in finery and milling about. Industrious merchants were selling wares to the early morning crowds. Many of the villagers were meandering happily towards the church that rose out of a rocky outcropping to the north of the village.

“Why would anyone go to so much trouble?”

“Witnesses. Enough hoopla to make sure no one could deny it happened. People make money on an event, they talk about it. They owe favors to those who brought the business.” 

“I’m not so sure rescuing him is possible.” In fact, I was damned certain it was impossible. “Not worth our lives.” When that elicited no response, I added, “Why does everyone want to marry someone from Wendal so badly?”

She shot me a look, probably meant to be condescending. “You seem to know rather more than you should for one who exists only on scholarship.” 

“No, I’m not highborn.” I didn’t view that as a detriment most of the time and certainly not at this moment. Who wanted to be kidnapped, forced into marriage and politics? It hadn’t worked out all that well for cousin Lonnie. My family had always been happy on the fringes. We paid our taxes and were talented enough to benefit without bothering to be drawn into the political arena.

“What is that group of horses? Is it Irwin?” Brittany strained tall in her saddle, but it wasn’t enough. “Wait here! I’m going to climb!” She wrapped one gloved hand around a low hanging maple branch and hopped from the lower branches to the middle quickly. She climbed well for a noble. “It’s horses all right and,” she choked on a deep breath, “there’s a white one, draped in purple and red!”

“A bishop?” Most priests were lucky to ride a donkey. Only a bishop would ride such a finely bred mount. “They bothered to get a bishop to witness a coerced marriage?” Someone wanted this marriage recorded very badly.

“The procession is moving,” Brittany said. “If we hurry, we can make it to the church ahead of them. She dropped from her perch, back onto her mount.

“Then what? Steal him at knife point?” How could she possibly hope to stop the thing?

The church had been built as a last stand, atop a cliff. I followed Brittany across the opposite ridge and then down the far side. From there we could climb to the church. “There’s always the bell tower,” I mused. “I can get inside and hide there before the ceremony starts. But then what?” I glanced back at Hewitt, who was sitting astride eagerly now. “You’ve brought us here. If you’ve any final advice, now would be a great time to hear it.”

Hewitt smiled placidly. 

He was nothing but trouble. We hadn’t taken him far from his parents, and the lie of claiming to have found him would be easy enough. But there was still the matter of returning him. How to get Hewitt back to the school? How to get me into another school? I believed in following magic, but he had already pushed things way past reasonable. 

Brittany dismounted and rummaged in her pack. She extracted a long sling and a shorter one. Both disappeared under her tunic. She left Hewitt’s little hands full of food. 

I stashed my bow and arrows under my tunic as well, noting that Brittany’s loose-fitting clothes worked better for the task than my better fitting ones. Perhaps hers weren’t stolen wares after all.

Brittany said, “You’ll need to create your own distractions and protect yourself.”

“Can you use that sling to shoot kindling into the church? The wooden shutters on the side will be open to let in light and air. Your sling should be accurate enough to get something through.”

She stared down at her weapon. “The leather on the sling might smother any fire.”

“The church will have a glass window or two near the altar. I can’t break them with arrows. Your sling and a well-shot stone could handle that.”

“There’s more lead in those windows than in a good pot! The stones are likely to come right back on my head.”

“Do your best,” I suggested. I didn’t have any better ideas and as plans went, ours were about as useful as milk left in the sun all day.




Chapter 2​​

 

Time was not on our side. Even as we reached the pinnacle where the church sat like a craggy hand on the end of a very fat arm, the crowds approached the bottom of the mountainside.

“To whatever end.” Brittany clutched my shoulder tightly for a scant second. 

“I’ll install myself in the tower before the ceremony begins.” I had no idea what I’d do once there, but if Brittany created enough of a disturbance and Irwin wasn’t bound hand and foot for his own wedding, he might be able to make good on an escape. 

I left Brittany muttering. If she were smart, she’d go straight back to the horses and ride away like the wind.

The bell ringer continued to announce the impending nuptials. A few hired mercenaries lined the rough cobblestones at the west entrance. Expecting villagers, they paid me scant attention.

I was nothing more than a young boy on an important mission. Without pausing, I scurried up the two steps into the simple nave. A small vestibule exited from either side of the sanctuary area at the front of the church. On the right, the bell tower formed a square wing. 

As my eyes adjusted to the dim light, I spotted the ladder at the back of the church. The stone bell tower had no stairs, but the ladder was more than serviceable as a way through the hole to the back loft.

I climbed. 

The first floor room had one window to the outside and a much wider one overlooking the nave. The priest could lecture from here, but it was really for calling instructions to those huddled in the church during a siege. Another ladder led to an upper chamber where the bell-boy rang the bells hard.

I checked the outside window. There was no way to fend off the entire village, especially with only three lowly arrows. They were spelled for accuracy, but shooting three into this crowd wouldn’t even buy Irwin time.

No, only a more secure target, one that was close, like Irwin himself, would halt the wedding. 

I took myself across the dirty floor to the opening that overlooked the nave. The crowds arrived, happy to gather and gossip. 

I kept to the side, easily able to see the large altar. The bishop stepped from one of the small side rooms, his elegant robes marking him as impressive and important. My heart missed a beat when Irwin was pushed out behind him. The ropes at his wrists were tucked mostly under his school uniform, but for anyone paying attention it was obvious he was tied. Then again, he only needed his legs to run. His eyes scanned the crowds and paused at the mercenaries guarding the back entrance. 

“You’ll have to be swift,” I muttered, knowing that even if Brittany caused a distraction, escape wasn’t likely, not unless I shot the bishop and stopped the wedding cold. Leaving school was one thing. Taking Hewitt was more unforgivable, even if that was never tied to us. But shooting a bishop? I may as well jump from the window now and save myself a hanging. 

My stomach clenched as the church filled. The bishop began his blessings. The bride, tall and proud, was deposited next to Irwin by a large warrior dressed in green and gold. Not only were the bride’s hands bound, but ropes kept her arms pinned to her sides. The ties wound all the way down her legs. A dark green cloak draped around her shoulders hid the restraints as soon as the warrior pivoted her to face the altar. The sight of her face as she was turned away set my heart pounding. 

“Not you again!” I whispered, disbelieving. It was the same woman, the one cousin Lonnie had called from Wendal. Her black locks were only partially braided and her face was badly scraped on one side. Half a dark eyebrow had been singed off, but she still stood proud, her blackened eyes threatening all the men who were out of her reach.

She was also out of time. The choice was too difficult. “Do I shoot Irwin?” That would solve the problem. She couldn’t marry a dead man. If I shot at anyone else, what good would it do? I’d hang for killing the bishop. There were too many warriors to attack and once they killed me, the wedding would go on. Taking a chance on killing the bride seemed grossly unfair.

Well then, Irwin, you should have been born a peasant. I couldn’t swear that the bride was innocent, but I still owed her for Lonnie’s stupidity. If not that, I had tricked her when I sent her back to Wendal. Of course, Irwin didn’t deserve to die either.

Steady. Spelled arrows or not, I could ill afford to miss.

The first arrow did go left of its mark because Irwin leaned over in a coughing fit just as I fired. The arrow would go where it was aimed, but that didn’t mean the spell would dive down after its target. Luckily, I had trained relentlessly. Once committed, it was but a fluid motion to ready the next. 

Irwin spied the first arrow as it landed in the altar with a thunk. He swiveled in surprise. The bishop, whose robe had been sliced by the arrow, cowered on the floor, a reasonable place given that the arrow had narrowly missed something more vital.

“Hold still, Irwin. I will save you yet.”

The next arrow struck true as Irwin made himself an easier target, flinging his bound arms in front of his bride. 

Excellent. My arrow landed solidly in his shoulder. He screamed and fell backwards.

I allowed one shuddering breath, but the thought of missing and killing him outright made spots dance in front of my eyes. 

Thankfully, Brittany delivered the promised distraction. Smoke arrived on the backs of two flaming bundles of straw. They landed square in the center of the crowd. Even better, the glass window in the front shattered, a crashing cascade.

When the window broke, the bishop gave a shriek of agony. Glass was expensive and replacing it would mean less money in his coffers. 

More missiles came through the broken window, providing me the opportunity to join the crowd as though fleeing. Just as I grabbed the ladder, the small head of the bell ringer peered upside-down from the upper bell chamber. Startled, I missed the ladder step and slid painfully to the bottom floor. The unforgiving stone jarred my bones all the way to my teeth. 

I could hear Irwin yelling as though the arrow had pierced his heart. Women, protected by the men, rushed outside, away from the smoke. Soon enough it would occur to someone that although a few smoking sticks had come from outside, the missile that had hit Irwin had come from the tower.

The bishop peeked from behind the altar, shouting orders at the warrior crouched next to the bride. The burly man’s green and gold tunic was decorated with enough fancy embroidery that it was obvious he was not a lowly, hired soldier.

Green and gold? I inspected Irwin again, but he still wore the school uniform. “North,” I muttered and then my eyes widened, returning to the warrior. There were two kingdoms to the north of Birk and one of them flew a flag of green and gold. “You aren’t from the kingdom of Birk at all!” His colors indicated he was from Anton. His brown hair was pulled back and, as Brittany had mentioned, tightly secured with a gold clasp. He wielded a sword that contained at least one large jewel in the pommel. Despite the possible threat of arrows, he didn’t falter. His blade held steady on the snarling bride-to-be.

As I gained my feet, his roving eyes spotted me. The green orbs narrowed suspiciously when he noticed the ladder behind me. He turned his attention to the window opening where I had recently stood. He glanced back and forth once. The connection was made.

I turned to run. In one motion, the Anton warrior flung aside a lingering bystander and marched straight at me. It was far too late to join the crowds now. He would kill me long before he bothered to find out I was a nobody who didn’t even know what was going on.

Well, all’s hell that ends there. The crowds blocked the door anyway. I spun back around and notched my third arrow.

With a roar, he charged, his sword arm taking my last, hopeless missile. It barely damaged the large man, slicing through his upper arm but not slowing him much. His blade swept back fast, and unlike any wooden practice sword, flashed towards my neck.

I dove for his legs, hoping to roll under or between them. My hand went into a pocket and grasped one of my crystals. It stored energy, and this close to him a word of power from me would blast him backwards. I might then have time to run.

My body rolled into his solid leather boot, hitting sooner and harder than I expected. “Ooof!” All the air in my lungs whooshed out. His legs didn’t budge, and I was left gasping.

He stopped me from getting up when he toppled forward like a felled tree.

At first, through a haze of gulping air, I assumed I had somehow unbalanced him, but then Brittany appeared. She smiled an evil grimace and lowered her sling, stashing it under her tunic. Ducking her head, she hissed, “Camden. Nothing but a miserable, failed wizard.”

Her eyes searched and found Irwin. She had seen my bow and arrows, smaller than any warrior would carry. With a snarl, she accused me. “You shot him??? How could you do something so dimwitted?” 

I untangled myself from the man’s boots and jumped up. I nearly fell back down again when Hewitt poked his head from behind Brittany. 

Calm as ever, he toddled up to the felled Anton swordsman, dragging our attention with him. Hewitt’s hand hovered, moving back and forth across the man’s chest, undecided where to land.

“Should we kill him?” Brittany asked. “He deserves it, I admit. He is nothing but a thief, living off a single spell he stole eons ago. He makes a better warrior than mage, and if his thievery at last requires his death, so be it.” 

Hewitt shook his head. He gathered the man’s green tunic in his little fist and twisted it about.

“Ah. Treasure is it?” I guessed. A quick inspection found the lump without much trouble. A single slice from my dagger freed it.

The ring puzzled me. The blue stone was in a setting carved into the likeness of a lion with wings. “This is not Glaston’s symbol. Nor does it belong to Anton or Birk.” 

“Of course not,” an imperious voice interrupted. 

I stiffened, ready to use the dagger, but the bishop was unarmed.

“I’ll take that.” He held out his hand towards the ring.

“Never!” I backed away. “I don’t know why you want it, but I am pretty sure you don’t deserve it.”

Hewitt shook his head. “Not now,” I snapped. “You are insane if you think I will give it to this man!”

Hewitt reached up and snatched the ring even as I moved to put it on one of my own fingers. Quick as a rabbit, he scurried up the nave. The bishop made a grab for him, but Brittany stuck out her foot and tangled it in his robes.

We both flanked the boy swiftly, catching up with him halfway to the altar.

Irwin had stopped shouting and rested against the short stair. “I’m too injured to marry,” he declared. 

When the dark-haired bride saw what Hewitt offered, she seized the ring with cramped fingers. Even that movement nearly tipped her over.

“Not bound for long,” she said. 

Irwin groaned loudly, but was ignored.

The moment the bride-to-be slid the ring across her slim finger, the blue stone flared. “I’ll not have him,” she told the bishop. “Not now, not ever. Do not try your tricks again.”

“Don’t be a fool, girl!”

The ring sparked. “Who is the fool?” she snarled. She raised her arms as if the ropes were not there. In her place, a dragon just smaller than my stout pony rose. Her talons narrowly missed the bishop as she gained height.

“Why did she need the ring?” The women of Wendal weren’t tied to objects, not that I had ever heard. Yet the bishop wanted the ring. Hmm. “You helped kidnap a maiden from Wendal to marry Irwin? Why? He’s not that highly ranked.”

I caught Brittany’s eyes, but she quickly lowered them. The colors of the warrior were Anton. And Brittany had been keeping an eye on Irwin. She was far too competent to be merely a romantic companion or a sister. “I suppose Irwin is highly ranked.” He had to be one of the princes of Anton. Why he was at mage school was not entirely clear. It was possible the king of Anton wanted one of his sons trained as a mage. But it was also possible Irwin was hiding out either to stall an unwanted
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