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DALILI had escaped and it was all her fault. Elin clenched her hands until her nails bit into her palms. An evil mage now stalked the land with her band of followers. What might they have planned for the empire and the lands beyond? Dalili had been imprisoned by the High Mage over eighty years ago after it was discovered she was using forbidden dark magic. The two had battled and the High Mage had used her power combined with that of several mages to defeat her enemy 

Elin dropped her head and sighed. The uncaring moon glowed in the star-strewn sky and wood from the fire shifted, sending up a flurry of sparks. The world carried on regardless of her failure. 

This might not have happened if she hadn’t insisted on taking the magical key to Dalili’s prison and the artefact her parents had left her. She had been so desperate to possess anything and everything that offered a connection to her dead parents. She hadn’t listened to Tunston’s warnings regarding what it might be. Not that the belligerent mage was blameless. If he hadn’t been so snide, so arrogant and cutting, she would have listened. She was honest enough to know it might not have made a difference. She also knew it wasn’t wholly her fault. None of her mage and ranger friends had been able to stop Dalili’s mages from stealing the key. They had failed to notice the single mage sneaking away from the final battle and riding off with the key. They had not caught up to him. 

She stared into the darkness. Her companions were all asleep beside the fire; she had offered to take the first watch. Kai slept tucked up against her side, and her mouth curved, distracted from her unpleasant musings for a moment. He had kissed her! She could easily recall the sensation of his lips pressed to hers and the desire that had risen with it. But even these thoughts couldn’t stop her mind from drifting back to Dalili. 

What had they set loose on the world? What would the dark mage do now she was free after all these decades? Surely, she would seek revenge. How many followers did she have left? Elin and her companions had fought them more than once and killed each time.

Elin frowned. The soldiers and mages who had fought Dalili’s mages were still alive. Well, those who hadn’t been killed in the battle. Dalili had chosen to put them all to sleep when she was freed. Why hadn’t Dalili killed them? 

“I believe I owe you my thanks,” a voice came from behind Elin, making her start and her heart skip a beat. A voice as smooth and rich as silk. 

Elin stood and spun around, drawing her knife. She blinked the afterimages of firelight from her eyes. A woman glided towards her though she stopped well outside the knife’s range. The woman had ebony skin, a mass of black, tightly curled hair with a few purple beads threaded into it. She wore long robes of purple, which rippled like flowing water. Were they made of silk? She also wore a necklace that exactly matched Kamaria’s. There was also something in the nose and chin that held deep echoes of Kamaria, who had told Elin that the woman she had seen had similar features. 

“Dalili,” Elin said on a breath. “I don’t want your thanks,” she added coldly.

“No, I don’t expect you do. But you have it nonetheless.”

Elin couldn’t make out the woman’s eyes in the dark, yet she could sense their regard, which now shifted to Kamaria. The mage lay sound asleep on the far side of the fire. Kai stirred at Elin’s side but didn’t awaken.

“This, then, must be my descendant. Great-granddaughter I believe. So much time lost.” Dalili didn’t move; instead, she simply stared at Kamaria for a moment. Something akin to a smile brightened her face. “I am pleased to see she followed in my footsteps, with her alignment to both Order and Chaos.” Dalili’s attention returned to Elin. “I am certain she tries very hard to be as different to how she believes I am as possible. Abria will have made sure of that.”

Elin blinked. She had expected resentment and fury to spill from Dalili at the mention of the High Mage, yet all she heard in the woman’s voice was sadness. This woman was not reacting or behaving as Elin would have expected.

“I will leave you all in peace now. I simply wished to view my great-granddaughter and to tell you I am not what everyone imagines I am. And to warn you to beware, things are not always what you believe them to be.” Her rich voice washed over Elin, soft and luxurious, leaving her with a feeling akin to how she had felt when she wore the silken nightclothes at Governor Zhang’s house.

Dalili took two steps backwards and seemed to fade into the darkness. For a moment, Elin remained motionless as if Dalili’s voice or presence had enchanted her. She threw off the sensation and scampered forward. But there was nothing. Dalili had gone.

Elin stood for a moment unmoving. The whole encounter had thrown her. She had expected .... What had she expected from a mage reviled by everyone decent who had ever heard of her? An attitude more akin to Tunston’s. Bitterness and resentment in her voice. Cold expressions. Death and destruction. She shook her head. If she had met Dalili under any other circumstances she would believe her a rational and gentle person. It was a perfect disguise.

Elin returned to the fire and lay down, wrapping her blankets around her and tucking herself close to the warmth of Kai. The night air had chilled her face and hands. She closed her eyes, exhaustion washing over her. There was no reason to remain on watch. Dalili could have killed them already, and she hadn’t. There was no reason to think she would now sneak up whilst they all slept, and she was the most dangerous thing out here.
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Elin woke to murmured voices and the sizzle of frying fat. The rich smell of bacon made her mouth water, and she sat up. Where had the bacon come from?

Thornleigh prodded the slices with a critical eye as they cooked in a pan suspended over the fire. His large frame hunched forward in concentration. Kamaria and Kai were discussing how long it would take to walk back to Draoheach, the Mage Tower. It would take them a week unless they borrowed horses from the nearby fort. That would halve their journey time and sounded like a better plan to Elin.

Juma was still sprawled out on the ground under a blanket, only the ends of his braids showing. As she watched, he yawned and stretched, his sleeve riding up his arm to reveal the end of his scar. She had almost forgotten he had it. She had only glimpsed it once before after the first fight with the Virin Asra, the highly skilled assassins from a country that bordered the empire to the south. Why they were roaming the countryside causing trouble, remained to be seen. 

Juma had shown his scar to Tristan who had been injured and left with a similar mark. Elin had never discovered how Juma received his, but it was faint, so probably old, and she didn’t have the nerve to ask. It was only visible because it stood out against the deep colour of his skin. Elin assumed he had received it hunting down bonereivers. To her it highlighted the fact that the rangers were brave and loyal. Not just anyone would choose to confront the unnatural creatures that had been created by Dalili’s dark sorcery, but the rangers did at the command of the High Mage. Whenever a new nest was reported. 

Juma sat up and stared blearily around. “Someone should have woken me. Mmm. Breakfast smells good.” He grinned.

“Don’t worry, you haven’t missed much,” Kai said. His gaze flickered to Elin and caught. “Good morning,” he said, with a slow upward slant to his lips that tugged at her core.

Elin returned the smile and dropped her gaze, her face heating at the sensations racing through her body. “Are we going to borrow some horses? Halving our journey time sounds like a plan.” She was pleased at how normal her voice came out.

“Yes. I want to arrive back at Draoheach as soon as possible. We need to know what the High Mage has planned. And our part in it,” Kamaria replied, absently fingering a bead at the end of a braid.

Elin found she was reluctant to speak to the others about Dalili’s night-time visit. They would be bewildered at her reaction to the woman. She was bewildered. Apart from when she had first realised who it was standing before her, she had felt no fear. There had never been a sense of menace. How could someone so apparently evil appear so reasonable? No, she would keep the visit a secret. Nothing would be gained from revealing that the woman had come and looked at her great-granddaughter. Besides, it would make Kamaria feel uncomfortable. She already carried enough shame and guilt due to her relative. Elin wasn’t going to add to it.

Deep down, Elin knew that wasn’t the true reason for keeping Dalili’s visit a secret. It was her own feelings she didn’t want anyone to discover. Something about the mage fascinated her. She wanted to meet her again.

Thornleigh dished up the bacon, and they ate crusts of bread with it. 

“Where did this come from?” Elin asked, her mouth full. “You can’t have had this in your pack. It tastes fresh.” She made a show of scanning around. “I can’t see any pigs lurking about.”

Thornleigh smirked. “I cadged some off the guards before they disappeared back to the fort. You were asleep at the time.” His eyes sparkled with humour, so she knew he was teasing.

“I think you’ll find I was in magic-induced unconsciousness,” Elin told him in a mock-haughty tone. Thornleigh pretended to bow and look humbled. It wasn’t very convincing. However, Elin felt cheered by the exchange. Even Kamaria managed a slight lift to her lips at his antics. 

Once they had finished eating, Kai doused the fire, and they grabbed their packs.

“The fort lies half an hour’s walk south,” Kai pointed across the grassland. It undulated gently before becoming hilly in the distance. Darker green indicated sporadic areas of forest. 

As they set off, Elin spared a glance back towards Malay. She could no longer tell where it began and Aleay Province ended. It was all just grass, hills, and pine forest. What would the mages find hidden away in the land that Dalili had called home for the last eight decades?

With determination in her stride, Elin turned her back on Malay and followed the others towards the garrison fort. Kai strode at the front of the group as usual, though he occasionally flicked glances at her over his shoulder, and if their gazes met, he would smile and look away. They hadn’t yet worked out how to behave with each other. Maybe some quiet days at Draoheach would give them time to discuss their relationship. Elin had told Kai they could take it slow, but her body had other ideas. Besides, he was the one that had initiated the kiss.

The sun shone down from an almost cloudless sky. It still lacked any real warmth. But at least it wasn’t grey and wet. Although that would better reflect their mood. No one spoke on the half-hour journey to the fort all no doubt contemplating how life was about to change. 

Elin found her thoughts constantly straying to Draoheach. The place where mages learned how to use their magic safely. Well, all mages from the empire and some neighbouring lands, anyway. Elin imagined a huge stone structure, cold and austere. Full of arrogant mages who would sneer at her. She hoped to spend most of her time in the libraries, researching her artefact. Or with Kai. No doubt the mages would wish to supervise her study in the libraries; probably some stuffy old mage who felt vastly superior to Elin. She released a strained breath. Was it too late to change her mind? She glanced around at her companions. Where would she go if not to Draoheach? She had no home now. Nowhere in the empire wanted a magic-user who could use their power without a Crystal. They didn’t understand her. Even now that she could control her magic after Kamaria’s lessons and all the practice she had received, they would still see her as a freak. She might be from Ferranzia, and have the red hair and amber eyes to prove it, but she had no place there either. Not yet. And these were her only friends. Where they ended up, she would too. Besides, she couldn’t imagine leaving Kai and simply walking away. She firmed her shoulders. She also had an obligation to help in any way that she could. And she had to discover what her artefact did. What it could do to help the Ferranzians. Her people. Was her mother’s prophecy true? Could the artefact repair the damage wrought on her people and their magic? All because of the greed of a politician. And could she also help the people of the empire upon whom she had unleashed a dark mage?
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They trudged onward, and as they crested a shallow rise, a stone structure loomed into view. It was square and surrounded by a wall twice as tall as a man. In the centre rose a watchtower. Elin could make out a figure standing stiffly at the top. The roof provided some shelter, but the sides were open to the elements. She shivered in sympathy. Must be very cold up there at night.

“I doubt they queue up for that duty,” Thornleigh chuckled, following her gaze to the top of the watchtower.

“Double tower duty as punishment,” Juma added.

“Does Draoheach have watchtowers?” Elin asked.

“No, not exactly. There is a tower, and you can access the top and stand at the parapet. It would be used in the event of an attack. Although mages possess other means of checking if anyone is coming.” Kamaria twitched an eyebrow, aiming for an air of mystery.

Of course, they would use magic. “I suppose it had to have at least one tower,” Elin agreed. “Or no one would call it the Mage Tower.”

“I forgot people call it that.” Kai joined in the discussion, dropping back slightly from his position at the front of the group to walk at Elin’s side. “I’m so used to spending my time with mages and rangers who just call it Draoheach. Non-mages who have seen it spread that name. The tower is quite tall.”

Thornleigh gave a snort of laughter. “‘Quite tall?’ That is like saying the ocean is quite big.”

“Okay, it’s very tall,” Kai amended with a grin. He pointed to the tower of the fort they approached. “Imagine that twice as high. Then you have the tower at Draoheach.”

Elin strained her eyes upwards. “Why would they build a tower so tall?”

“Probably just to show that they could,” Kamaria declared. “Mages can be arrogant.”

“Don’t forget, stuffy, insufferable—” Kai added, counting on his fingers before Elin interrupted.

“You are really selling this place to me! Shouldn’t you be telling me how wonderful it is and how much I am going to enjoy being there?” Elin laughed. Yet she couldn’t help a trickle of nervousness coiling into her stomach.

“Well, we will be there. What more could you want?” Thornleigh said, thumping himself on his chest.

Elin shook her head. “I almost forgot I would have to put up with you lot as well!” she declared, pretending to slap herself on the forehead.

“Then there are the libraries,” Kamaria added.

Elin looked forward to those. To another opportunity to learn. In all the villages she had stayed in you were lucky if you were taught to read and write. Most villagers’ time and effort were needed for the business of survival.
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Chapter Two
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AS Elin and her companions approached the fort, the wooden gate groaned open. Just wide enough for them to squeeze through. The guards slammed it shut behind them. Within, a courtyard spread out before them with barracks to both sides. At the far end stood the watchtower, and beyond that, a wall with a narrow door at its base led to the rest of the fort. The door gleamed with metal panels and a hard-eyed guard stood to each side. One of the guards from the gate jogged to that door and spoke to someone inside. The air held the tang of oil, leather, and a hint of horse dung from the stables. Did all forts smell like this? She’d never visited one before. Most of her life had been spent in tiny villages. The aroma wasn’t unpleasant, just not a combination Elin was familiar with.

Guards patrolled on top of the wall, and Elin detected a set of narrow stairs leading upwards to each side. If an enemy made it into the courtyard, they would find it difficult to take the wall. Anyone attempting to come over it, could access the courtyard but nowhere else.

The guards ignored them, keeping their attention focussed outwards. What would they protect against now? A few of those that passed across the courtyard flicked curious glances at them, but no one paused or hesitated. 

The door across the courtyard opened and a woman in a yellow mage robe, so aligned with defensive enchantments, like Dramas, strode towards them. Her iron-grey hair was tied in a severe bun, and a deep glower marred her face. Was she angry at them or the situation? Or did she always look like that? Elin hoped it was not the first possibility. 

The woman halted in front of Kamaria and gave her a perfunctory bob of the head. She didn’t even glance at anyone else.

“Can I help you?” her tone was grudging and cold. She made no effort to hide her scrutiny of Kamaria. Her expression couldn’t match Tunston’s sneer; however, it was apparent she didn’t much care for Kamaria. Elin bristled at the rudeness and presumption. This woman knew nothing about her friend! 

“We would be very grateful for the use of some horses. We need to return to Draoheach and discover what the High Mage intends for us next.” Kamaria’s voice remained neutral even in the face of the other woman’s rudeness. She had shoved her hands behind her back, and only Elin could see how hard they gripped each other.

The mage pursed her lips. “Very well. I am sure the High Mage will wish to speak with you concerning what has happened,” she paused, “and regarding what she intends for you now.”

Although she didn’t change her tone, she managed to make the words sound ominous. She turned on her heel and waved over a guard. “Get them horses, please.”

The guard ran off to do her bidding without a second glance. This was a woman who was used to giving orders. Had she taken part in the battle yesterday? For a moment, Elin’s thoughts stumbled. Could it really only have been yesterday?

The mage glanced at them over her shoulder. “I am sure you will arrange for the horses to be returned to us as soon as possible?” It was a question and also a demand.

Kamaria gave a single bob of her head. “Of course.”

The mage began to walk away. “Good luck,” she said, the words thrown over her shoulder as she was halfway across the courtyard.

“Well, she was friendly,” Elin said. Would they actually need luck? 

Some of the stiffness left Kamaria’s posture. However, it was more as if she had deflated rather than feeling better. She wasn’t ready for humour about the situation yet.

“I haven’t improved things for myself at all.” Kamaria’s words were soft, and Elin wasn’t sure she even knew she had spoken out loud. A pang of guilt washed through her. She should have left the key where it was. She bit her lip. She needed to stop kicking herself over that.

“If you had left the key at Sirash, Dalili’s mages would still have found a way to recover it. They knew it was there, Elin. I would love to know how.” Kai had stepped up close beside her, and the words were for her ears only. “Maybe if we ever see her, we can ask.” 

Elin managed to suppress a start at his words. She had seen the woman and she wanted to see her again. Yet she couldn’t tell Kai that. 

His fingers brushed the back of her hand, and a tiny shiver ran through her and she forgot about Dalili. She knew what he said about the key was true. Yet it didn’t change her feeling that there should have been something she could have done differently. How had he known what she was thinking, anyway?

“Can you read minds, now?” she teased softly.

A smile flickered across his face as his eyes roamed over her features and away again. “No. But I can spot guilt a mile off. We are all feeling it. Wishing we had stopped the mages. But we couldn’t, and now we are here. We must work out what to do about it.” 

That was why they were heading to Draoheach. That was why she had agreed to join them so readily. She needed to find out what the artefact did. There was always the chance Tunston had been correct, and it was a weapon that could be used in the fight against Dalili. A fight she was certain would soon arrive. 

It wasn’t long before uniformed men brought out five horses, their hooves clattering across the cobbles, and the companions tied on their packs and mounted. The guards dragged open the gate once more, and they rode away, heading south. The gate clanged shut behind them.

The sun shone down from the pale blue sky, struggling to warm the winter day. It must be deep into winter by now. Elin frowned as she tried to think back and work out precisely what the date was. Her eyes widened.

“We missed the beginning of the new year!” she exclaimed.

The others twisted in their saddles to look at her. 

“You are correct. It must be ten days into the new year.” Juma shook his head and murmured something in his own tongue, bowing his head and raising his cupped hands towards the sky. Kamaria and Zahara copied his gesture.

“It is a prayer to Kere, Goddess of Creation,” Kamaria explained as she caught Elin’s gaze on them. “The Goddess you call Loinnir. To thank her for keeping the world turning and bringing us closer to the warm months of new growth.”

Elin smiled. She liked that. Thank you Loinnir. She wasn’t sure if the Gods and Goddesses existed; but, it couldn’t hurt to be on the safe side. 

“Wait a moment. If we are past the end of the year, doesn’t that mean we missed your birthday, Elin?” Kai turned his soft grey eyes to her.

Elin felt her cheeks warm. He had remembered. She gave a nonchalant lift to her shoulders. “I haven’t celebrated it since I left Oakenwick. It’s no big deal.”

Both Kai and Kamaria shook their heads. 

“Oh no, you don’t escape that easily.” Kai grinned. “Kamaria and I will come up with a celebration for you. And maybe we’ll even think of some gifts.”

Although Elin was embarrassed, she couldn’t help the thrill of pleasure at the thought that they wished to help her celebrate. And she had received so few presents in her life. “Though you already gave me a gift,” she said, her eyes widening as she remembered. “You gave me a bow and quiver of arrows.”

Kai waved his hand dismissively. “That wasn’t really a birthday gift. That was something for a fellow traveller to help keep them, and us, safe.”

Elin didn’t know what to say to that. At the time she felt he had bought it for her as a birthday present. It was what the rangers had discussed. Though if he wished to find her something more ... she wouldn’t argue. Her skin tingled as she contemplated what she might enjoy from Kai as a birthday gift, and she thrust her thoughts away.

“I know it isn’t the done thing to ask a lady how old she is...?” Juma said, his statement framed as at least half a question.

“You are right; it isn’t,” Elin said very seriously, though she was pleased at the interruption. Then she grinned shyly. “I guess I’m eighteen now.”

“Only two years younger than me,” Kamaria declared.

Kai put on a frown and stroked his face. “Really? I don’t recall your twentieth birthday.” He pretended to look bemused.

Kamaria rolled her eyes. “Fine. It’s my birthday in two moon cycles. Then I will be twenty. If you want to be so precise.” She turned her gaze to Elin and said in an exaggerated whisper, “It’s all because he is so old.”

Elin tried not to show she cared at all about Kai’s age. But she was intensely interested. She hadn’t thought him that much older than her and Kamaria. Had she got it wrong?

Kai made an indignant noise. “Twenty-four is hardly old!”

“You are all so young!” Thornleigh bemoaned. “I am the grand age of twenty-six!” He rubbed his fingers at the corners of his eyes. “Look! I am getting wrinkles already.”

Everyone laughed at the dismay he managed to portray.

“Old man, indeed.” Juma nodded sagely. “I am just one year older than Elin.” He grinned at her, and she beamed back.

As they trotted onwards, the mood of their group had lightened. Even Kamaria rode straighter in her saddle and not as if the weight of her responsibility, of her family history, was too much to bear. 

Elin found her gaze straying to Kai. Six years older than her was nothing, was it? Kai didn’t seem phased by the age difference. Many men and women had married by his age – apart from the mages she had met so far. She knew why he hadn’t, though she hadn’t known how young he had been. A pang ran through her chest at the memory of his face as he told her of his fiancée. Elin knew it was empathy for his loss and a hint of jealousy. Another woman had held a place in his heart before her. What else had they shared? It didn’t matter, it was past, and it wasn’t as if she were totally pure. 

She had told Kai that most of the boys had thought of her as a freak, with her copper-red hair and amber eyes, and told her she didn’t deserve more than a quick fumble. However, she would never forget one sweet boy who had been different. At the village of Sisbourne, the place she’d stayed prior to Kinfar, a boy called Duncan had pursued her despite what others called her. He had been kind and gentle. Perhaps they had been drawn together through shared pain. Some named him freak too. An accident of birth had left him with a purple birthmark across the left side of his face. He grew his corn-coloured hair long to help hide it. A few days before she had been chased away, they had shared a single night together. Sadness wove through her as she recalled the lost look on his face when she left. She hoped some other girl would find a way to see past the surface and give him what he deserved.

Elin studied Kamaria. Did mages form romantic attachments with each other or with non-mages? Obviously, Nevina was involved with Zahara, but none of the other mages seemed to have partners. From what Elin had gathered they tended to have longer lives than most, so maybe they felt they didn’t need to hurry. And they considered themselves superior due to their possession of magic which might put them off mixing with non-mages. 

Dalili hadn’t looked old, yet had been imprisoned in Malay for eighty years. And she was sentenced when she was in her twenties. So that meant she was at least one hundred. Tunston had also been in his nineties. Would Kamaria live as long as her great-grandmother? How did magic affect Ferranzians? Would she, too, live an extra-long life? This brought her regard back to Kai. He would live a normal lifespan and her heart lurched in her chest at that thought. How could they get together if they had mismatched lives? He would age and she wouldn’t. Or would she? She shook herself. She had no idea whether it was true of Ferranzians. Or even of all mages. The evil Dalili, and Tunston, her mentee, had increased their lifespans unnaturally, though that didn’t mean all mages did. Determinedly, Elin shoved all such thoughts to the back of her mind. She would not let her life be dictated by might be and maybes. Besides, it might be preferable to spend most of her life with someone she cared for than hope for a long-lived mage to fall for her and spend her whole life alone.

Part way through the afternoon, Elin caught a glimpse of some buildings.

“Is that a village?” she asked.

“It was,” Kamaria said.

“Was?”

“It’s abandoned now. When Dalili and the High Mage fought, and she was forced to form the chasm and the mist, everyone nearby was evacuated. They didn’t want any injuries or fatalities from those that just happened to live nearby. But, even when it was over, no one wanted to move back again. Not so close to where the evil mage resided.” Kamaria stared across at the abandoned village. “I can’t say I blame them. Malay was rather spooky.”
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​Chapter Three
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AS Draoheach came into sight, shadows stretched out behind the friends on the road, the sun dipping in the sky. Kamaria glanced at Elin to see how she reacted to her first sight of the Mage Tower. The citadel in which all empire mages resided. Where most of the mages from the continent of Escarnia dwelt. She smiled as she took in Elin’s wide-eyed look. The edifice was an impressive sight. A wall encircled the citadel, and a tower loomed over the whole structure. A tower taller than any other building in the empire. Not even those at Dunrigh had this height. It was said that the ancient mages had utilised strong enchantments in the work. Kamaria thought this had to be true. The building had been completed within five years, which was unheard of for such a large structure. The emperor’s palace at Dunrigh had taken fifteen.

A buzzing caught Kamaria’s attention, and she frowned. The Crystal in her cloak pocket hummed insistently. Though anyone without magic wouldn’t detect it. Elin was inquisitive and scanned around as if searching for a bee or other insect. Her regard settled on Kamaria, and she lifted an eyebrow.

“It’s coming from you,” she said.

Kamaria dug the pale-yellow Crystal out of her pocket and stared at it. Her communication Crystal. But no one ever contacted her this way. She only kept it with her for emergencies. Unease washed through her. Kamaria drew her horse away from the others and made a stay-there gesture with her hands as they turned to see what was happening. Although the conversation would happen in her head, she didn’t want them to see her reactions until she knew what was wrong. She was sure something must be wrong. No one ever contacted her this way. 

With a deep breath, she held up the Crystal and stared deep into its centre, aligning her magic with it.

“Finally,” a worried voice sounded in her head. It was tinny and hollow, as if the other person stood in a cave. But she recognised the voice.

“Nevina? What are you doing?”

“I don’t have much time.” Her voice sounded furtive. “We are confined to our rooms, but they haven’t searched me yet. I don’t know if they monitor outgoing communications .... You mustn’t come back to Draoheach.” Her tone became insistent.

“Why not? Why are you—” Kamaria began.

“No time. An arrest warrant has been issued for all of you. You are accused of treason, Kamaria!”

Kamaria went as cold as if her blood had been replaced by ice. Treason!

Nevina spoke again. “The artefact expert you were hoping to speak with here is sympathetic and has given me another name. There is a non-mage he regards highly. He is called Master Cormac, and he lives in Ravenfell. I know you are nearby, so turn around and leave. Find Cormac. A bird has been sent so that he will be expecting you. Jeneva, Dramas, and I are okay, as are the rangers, and we will fight for you all.”

“Thank you, Nevina!” Kamaria spoke back to her. “Be safe.”

“You too.”

With that, the Crystal stopped humming. For a moment, Kamaria remained frozen, too stunned to move. Her head came up, and she focussed on her companions and then Draoheach beyond. If Nevina could detect their presence, then it was a given that someone else could too.

“We must get out of here, now!” she cried to them as she spun her horse around and broke into a trot. To their credit, her companions followed without argument. 

Once the looming, and suddenly ominous, Draoheach had fallen out of sight behind the undulations in the land, Kai brought his horse alongside Kamaria’s.

“Are you going to explain what you heard from within Draoheach that made you react like that?” he asked.

“Arrest warrants have been issued against us.” She explained what Nevina had revealed.

“Why would they accuse us of treason?” Kai demanded; his face suffused with red.

She could understand his anger. They had done nothing wrong, and he had been a loyal ranger for years, as had Thornleigh and Juma, who both looked dismayed. Elin glanced from one face to another, perplexed. 

“I don’t know, Kai.” Kamaria shook her head. “I guess the High Mage is furious that we inadvertently caused the release of Dalili and has overreacted. Nevina, Dramas, and Jeneva are trying to clear this up.”

Kai blew out a breath, and his face returned to normal, save for a few creases on his brow. “So. In the meantime, we travel to Ravenfell and try and find this Cormac, who will be expecting us. We hope. Find out what he can tell Elin about her artefact?”

“Seems the best move.” Kamaria turned to Elin. “The decision is yours, really. It’s your artefact. You agreed to come with us to Draoheach to learn about it and help against Dalili. And now that very place wants to arrest you! So I wouldn’t blame you if you just walked away from it all.”

Elin’s expression turned wry. “I can’t walk away from my friends.” She couldn’t help her gaze raking across Kai, though she didn’t mention him specifically. She hoped he would know that she regarded him as a very special kind of friend. “And if I can’t research my artefact at Draoheach, then where better than an expert recommended by them? Lead on.” She paused. “Where in the empire is Ravenfell?”

Kai’s mouth curved up at the corners. “It’s a small town to the west. It will probably take just under two days to reach it. Less if we push the horses.” He peered over his shoulder in the general direction of Draoheach. “This is not how I envisaged our homecoming. I was looking forward to relaxing for a few days in comfort.” He shrugged. “Oh well, I am never happy for long cooped up indoors.”
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Chapter Four
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FROM her vantage point on a low hill, Elin peered across at Ravenfell. It was a rambling town of numerous stone structures encircled by a crude stone wall, which had been rebuilt many times as Ravenfell expanded. Partial walls remained from the older fortifications and had been integrated into the newer structures the larger, rougher stones incongruous amongst the more refined ones of the rest of the building work. 

An imposing round tower loomed over the town on the western edge. Off to the north and outside the wall, stood a group of stone and thatch roundhouses. This was the original Ravenfell. It was unusual for these to survive so near a town; modern buildings replaced most as towns grew. Yet here they had been preserved. Did anyone live there? Such structures were still typical for a farming village, however. Most of the homes Elin had lived in had been thatched roundhouses. Though, often she had been forced to make her bed in a barn or hayloft. 

This town had yet to absorb the empire’s imported influence of wooden panels and a grid system. However, there was a central square full of market stalls and customers. 

Surrounding the town to the north and east was farmland. Although at this time of year, much of it lay fallow. A few farmhands scoured the fields for stones to remove and checked fences and ditches.

“Shall we head in, then?” Thornleigh asked.

“We can’t do much from up here.” Kai flipped his palms up.

“I doubt the High Mage could be aware we were headed here,” Kamaria said. “The artefact expert wouldn’t volunteer the information to her. Nevina said he was sympathetic to us.”

Juma had a deep furrow across his forehead. “I have always been a loyal ranger for the mages. It will kill our careers if we are not cleared.”

Kai gave a harsh snort. “It will kill us if we are not cleared. Treason is punishable by death.”

Elin blinked at him. She had never heard him sound so hard or bitter and fear welled in her. They had to stay well away from Draoheach and mages. She had just found these friends; she couldn’t lose them now!

“Nevina, Dramas, and Jeneva are fighting to clear our names. I’m sure Brann, Tristan, and Zahara are, too,” Kamaria tried to sound reassuring.

Kai ran a hand across his face. “I’m sorry,” he said. “It’s just a lot to take in. I’m sure you’re right, Kamaria. The High Mage was angry and overreacted, and someone will sort it out.” He took a deep breath. “In the meantime, we will continue with our loyal and dedicated mission for the empire of researching Elin’s artefact.”

His grey eyes flicked to her, and she saw the pain hidden in them. Being accused of treason must feel like a betrayal to him. He was as loyal as they came, as were Juma and Thornleigh. How many bonereiver nests had he cleared for the High Mage? Among other duties. Elin stepped to Kai’s side and squeezed his hand. Kai returned the gesture and managed a faint lift of his lips. 

Her thoughts returned to bonereivers. They had met because she strayed close to a nest they had cleared. Lately, it seemed, from what the rangers had said, clearing nests was their primary task. Elin felt her brow wrinkle. Why were there still so many? Could there be mages even now carrying out the despicable experiments that had created them? She shook off her musing as the group rode down the hill and joined the hard-packed earthen track that led into Ravenfell. 

Though the town had a wall, no one guarded the entrance. It was a narrow opening congested with the press of people trying to enter and exit at the same time. Elin and her companions waited their turn as patiently as possible.

“How are we to find this Master Cormac?” Elin leant towards Kamaria so she could be heard over the din of impatient merchants and farmhands.

“I think we will need to be subtle,” Kamaria said thoughtfully. Then she smirked. “We will go to the market and ask the gossips.”

Elin quirked her eyebrows.

“Come on, Elin. There are always gossips where people congregate. We should obtain the information we need from them without giving away too much.” 

It was true. Even in the villages, certain people would linger at the market to swap snippets of overheard conversations. Often, Elin had been the subject of these gossips and she had avoided them whenever possible. The number of times her hair or her eyes or her height, had been the target of gossip .... She hunched her shoulders at the memories.

At last, it was their turn to enter Ravenfell. On the other side of the wall stood a large, fenced area where a few cattle were penned, as well as a couple of horses.

“You must leave your horses here.” A burly man with a cudgel stepped towards them.

“Excuse me?” Kamaria peered down her nose at the man.

He swallowed as his gaze registered her mage robe. But he stood his ground. “It’s town rules, Your Mageness.” He raised his chin and jerked it towards the pen. “They’ll be looked after. No one messes with my wards.” He grinned.

Elin dismounted along with the others, hoisting her pack onto her back. Kamaria flicked something towards the man. His eyes widened as the item flashed silver.

“See that they are brushed and fed the finest oats, please,” she said haughtily.

The man grabbed the coin from the air, and it disappeared. He dipped his head in acknowledgement.

“Aren’t we trying to keep a low profile?” Kai murmured.

“No way we can do that with me dressed in these.” Kamaria tugged at her multi-hued robe. “Nor are you inconspicuous, either. If we are to be remembered, let’s at least encourage the people to be on our side.”

Kai tilted his head to one side, a hint of a smile at the corner of his mouth. “I never knew you could be so devious, K.”

She stared at him archly. “I learned it from you.”

The five joined the flow of humanity as it surged towards the centre of the town and the market. Elin glanced at the buildings they passed. All were square and basic with clay tiled roofs. The few window openings were covered by thick leather or cloth and were far too small for anyone other than a young child to squeeze through. 

At last, the stream of people reached the market square and dispersed. Elin stood with her friends as Kamaria and Kai scanned the area for a likely group to speak with. A few townsfolk peered at them in curiosity. Scents of earthy vegetables and the iron tang of meat reached Elin. Followed by the mouth-watering aroma of roasting pork.

“We can’t stand here for long; we’re attracting too much attention,” Kai whispered.

“Let’s head for the food stalls. I’m hungry,” declared Thornleigh. “That’s also where people linger the longest,” he added with a bob of his head to the far side of the square. A young woman and an older man tended a brazier of hot coals over which a haunch of pork slowly roasted. A queue had formed leading to this stall. The customers handed over a couple of bronzes and received a thick slice of the meat on a piece of bread.

Elin’s stomach gave a loud rumble, and Thornleigh turned to grin at her. 

“Sounds like someone else might appreciate a bit of food too,” he said.

“Lunch was a long time ago,” she responded defensively.

“It does smell good,” Juma agreed. “Come on.” He dived across the swell of customers milling in the centre of the square. Kai and Kamaria glanced at each other and shrugged. Elin quickly followed Juma. She was starving, so rummaged in her pockets for coins, careful to keep her chips hidden. She should probably return those to Kamaria though she had never asked for the money to be returned. It was left over from what she had spent in Averwick. That time seemed so long ago now. Such a lot had happened since.

They queued as patiently as they could for their hot meat. Elin licked her lips as she handed over two bronzes to the young girl. The smoke and steam that tickled Elin’s nose held the aroma of more than just coals and roasted meat. Elin gave a sniff.

“What can I smell?” she asked.

The girl gave Elin a tight grin. “I can’t tell ya that, can I? That’s secret. If everyone knew, they’d all be doin’ it.” She waved a hand around at the market and winked.

Elin’s mouth quirked. The girl expertly sliced off some meat and placed it on a chunk of bread.

“Enjoy!” she sang out.

Elin stepped out of the line to stand with Thornleigh and Juma, who chomped happily on theirs.

“This is damn tasty!” Thornleigh said rather loudly. “Secret spices or something.”

“Yes, I hadn’t expected to find anything so interesting out here,” Juma mused as he munched.

Elin tipped her head to one side. What were they playing at? From the corners of her eyes, she could see people in the market peering over at their group in curiosity. They were a strange mix. Thornleigh, with his large and muscular body head and shoulders above everyone else, Kamaria in her mage robes, plus the ebony-skinned Juma. Why were Thornleigh and Juma trying to attract more attention?

Thornleigh elbowed Juma. “Wonder what else this little town is hiding in its backstreets?” he guffawed, as if the idea that there might be more special stuff here was ridiculous. Elin ducked her head as she recognised what they were doing. From the corner of her eyes, she scanned the people around her. The stallholder beside the roast pork merchant was an older lady wrapped up tight against the cold. She wore a bright scarf over her hair though strands of grey trailed from underneath. She had bright eyes, constantly on the move. Although she wasn’t looking towards Thornleigh and Juma, Elin was confident she was listening. Her stall had a decent queue at it. Cups were stacked across it and for a single bronze you could purchase a cupful of fruit-infused water. Clever. Many of the pork customers turned to her stall after finishing to wash down the meat. The cups could only hold a few swallows, so many customers purchased more than one.

Kamaria and Kai had now joined them. The water seller’s eyes briefly scanned the newcomers. Her eyes lingered over Kamaria’s mage robes before darting away again as she served another customer. Elin dug out another bronze and joined the queue for some fruit-water. 

“One cup, please,” she said as she reached the front. The seller poured her a cup in silence. Elin took a sip. It was refreshing.

“This is just what you need after that delicious meat. Never would have thought of this myself,” Elin said with a shake of her head. “What other surprises are in store for travellers to this town?” She gave a laugh and a toss of her head.

The water seller’s bright eyes were suddenly on her. Her mouth formed a crooked grin. “From some big city, are ya? Thinking a little backwater town can’t offer anything?” There was a challenge to the words, yet she didn’t seem offended.

Elin cocked her head. “Can it offer us something?” she challenged back.

The woman’s eyes narrowed speculatively, and she stole another glance at Kamaria. “Depends on what you be looking for.” 

“We have most material things we need,” Elin avoided the woman’s eyes, hoping she would understand.

The woman chuckled. “Yes, a mage and her retinue wouldn’t need material things.” She served another customer and then tilted her head towards Elin. “How about knowledge?”

“Mages are always interested in learning new things,” Elin replied carefully.

The woman bobbed her head. “Well then, I would suggest Cormac’s.” Elin barely suppressed her gasp as the woman spoke that name. “And where might we find this Cormac’s?” she asked, attempting to keep her voice as nonchalant as possible.

The woman pointed a gnarled finger off to the left. “Head that way, right to the wall. You’ll know it when you see it.” She gave a cackling laugh and faced her customers once more. Elin placed a second bronze on the stall and slid it towards the woman, who barely acknowledged it. Then, as Elin pivoted towards her friends, the coin was whisked away.

Elin strode back to her friends who had all finished their meat.

“Follow me,” Elin said blithely, beaming at them.

“Where are we going?” Kai asked uncertainly.

“To Cormac’s,” she responded.

Kamaria grabbed her by the arm. “What? How?”

Elin tapped her nose and chuckled. “The fruit-water seller hears everything and sees a lot, too. She overheard Thornleigh and Juma, so I just added to their comments, and she knew what you were.” Elin hoisted a shoulder. “She thought a mage and her retinue might be looking for knowledge and suggested Cormac’s. I assume it has to be the same one we are looking for.”

Kamaria tipped back her head and laughed. “Well done, Elin. Lead on.” After a moment, she said musingly, “My retinue, I think I like that.” Her mouth spread into a grin.

“Don’t let it go to your head,” Kai said with a twitch of his lips. “I’m not remaining one of your retinue for long.”

“Oh, I was looking forward to you bowing a lot and doing what I tell you.”

Kai pretended to look offended. “Don’t I always do what you say, oh great mage?”

Kamaria swatted him on the arm. Elin was pleased Kamaria had pushed aside her gloom at all that had occurred in the last week, even if it was only for a short while.
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Chapter Five
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THE earthen streets became narrower as the market receded behind them. Elin headed towards the wall. The imposing round tower loomed ever closer. A shiver ran through her, and she hoped that Cormac’s wouldn’t sit within its shadow. For some reason the colossal structure made her uneasy. There was nothing inherently sinister about it, and she supposed it was just the height and heft of it. Would the tower at Draoheach affect her in the same way?

It wasn’t as straightforward as she had hoped to reach the wall. One street would head that way and dead end, and they would need to veer off in a different direction. So they drew closer much slower than Elin had expected.

“What is that smell?” Kai lifted his face and sniffed.

Anxiety jolted through Elin as the smell of soot threatened to recall memories she would rather keep buried. “Something was on fire, and recently,” she whispered.

They all exchanged glances, and Elin read in them the same concern she felt. Their pace increased. They stepped out into a street that curved around with the wall and halted abruptly. A long, low structure stood blackened and partially collapsed to the right. Smoke still spiralled into the air from the far corner. Buckets of water were abandoned in front of the building just in case the hot spots flared again. A small crowd milled, pointing and muttering. Across the front, a once pristine sign now sagged and flapped. Through the soot, Elin made out the words ‘Cormac’s Curiosities’. Legs that were suddenly weak threatened to drop her to the floor. Elin stared numbly at the ruined shop.

“There’s someone inside,” Kamaria announced. “I have to know what happened here.” She strode across the road, pushing past the onlookers who fell back before a mage. Elin stumbled after her, and her other friends followed close behind.

To the front of the building, soot-stained objects sat in lopsided piles alongside heaps of waterlogged scrolls, unbound parchment books and wood-bound books. Some might be salvageable. Elin spared them half a glance as Kamaria ducked inside the doorway.

“Not sure you should be going in there,” someone called. However, no one tried to stop them. There didn’t seem to be any town guard around. Those who milled outside were merely nosy onlookers.

“Hello? Anyone here?” Kamaria called out. 

Elin followed her inside as Kai asked her to ‘be careful’. The reek of soot was almost overpowering in the enclosed space, and Elin brought her sleeve up to cover her nose. A gaping hole in the roof let in light filtered through the particles that lingered in the air. Something crunched further within the building, and Kamaria hurried in that direction. Kai remained in the doorway, his gaze fixed on Elin and Kamaria from under a furrowed brow. Thornleigh and Juma waited outside.

A man stepped out from a doorway ahead of them, and Elin started. The three stared at each other for a moment. The man held a teetering stack of books in his arms. He wore a brown smock over black and brown checked trousers. His hair might have been blonde, but now it held a layer of ash and stuck out in all directions.

“Who are you?” he demanded belligerently.

“I am Mage Kamaria. We came to speak with Master Cormac. We needed his advice ...” Kamaria’s voice tailed off as the man’s whole body drooped. He shook his head back and forth.

“I’ve told him time and again not to stay so late. But he never listens, never.” The man sniffed loudly. “He was here last night after I’d left.” He raised a hand to yank his hair and the topmost book toppled to the floor. The man didn’t seem to notice. Elin crept forward and seized half the books from his arms. They were sooty and soggy.

“They’re declaring it an accident. Candle toppled amongst the scrolls.” The man gave an angry snort. “Cracked heads!” he shouted, and Kamaria flinched. Elin hunched her shoulders at the anger in the man’s voice.

“The master was so careful; he loved his artefacts, books, and scrolls. He would never have been careless with them. This was not an accident.” His simmering gaze locked onto Kamaria. “Mage, did you say?”

Kamaria inclined her head.

“Why did you want to see him? Are you the ones he received the bird about? Why would a mage send you here?” The man’s voice held sudden suspicion. Elin blinked. It didn’t sound as if he had much time for Draoheach.

Kamaria couldn’t meet the man’s eyes. “We, ah, needed to be elsewhere and were informed he was an expert on magical artefacts. Our mage expert recommended him highly.” She lifted her shoulders and let them drop.

“Did they? Well, yes. He was an expert. Highly knowledgeable on all sorts of things. But now he is dead,” the man stated bluntly. “This fire took hold like you wouldn’t believe. We’re lucky there’s anything left. Middle of the night and no one noticed until the smoke had already choked him.” The man trained his gaze onto Elin and the books she carried. “Those can go outside. Then you might as well leave. I don’t know anything about artefacts. I just worked for him in the shop. He gets a bird with a secretive note, and he got all excited and then, this.” The man glared at them as if it was their fault, and then his gaze raked over the blackened ruins around him. 

With her feet dragging, Elin spun around and made her way back to the entrance with Kamaria on her heels. What was the man insinuating? He followed close behind the two as they left. Elin blinked hard in the light as she stepped outside. Kamaria shook her head wearily at Kai and moved a few steps away from the building to take deep breaths. Elin dumped her books onto the nearest pile and straightened.

“You aren’t a mage, are you?” the man urgently whispered as he stood directly behind her.

“No, I am her friend, though.” She met the man’s gaze.

“Do you work for the High Mage?” he demanded, flicking a glance at her companions.

Elin’s brow furrowed. What was the man after? “No. I’ve never been to Draoheach or met the High Mage. In fact, we aren’t her favourite people right now.” Elin wasn’t sure why she added that, but it had an immediate effect on the man. He bit his lip, darted his gaze, and stepped closer to Elin. She resisted stepping back.

“That letter Master Cormac received had him in a bit of a state. Told him that you would be coming. A mage, some rangers, and a girl who could be from Ferranzia and came with an artefact.” The man’s eyes were intense as he stared at her. “He was so excited at the prospect of meeting you and seeing an artefact from Ferranzia. Then he became worried. Said a mage was loitering outside and asking him questions. There was a mage here before the fire. I know they can communicate using those yellow Crystals they carry and I am certain he talked to someone. The letter mentioned something to do with Malay, he didn’t mean to drop a hint to me, but he wasn’t
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