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      Hi! My name is Trudi Jaye, and I have a secret…
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        As secret society, that is.

      

        

      
        Especially designed for people like you who love reading my books, the Trudi Jaye Secret Society is a place filled with magic, laughter, and most of all… free stories.

      

        

      
        Everyone who joins the society is given access to an ancient tome full of the stories, novellas, bonus epilogues, and deleted scenes from all the different Trudi Jaye series.

      

        

      
        Called The Shadow Archives, you can access it by clicking the link below, and joining the secret society…

      

        

      
        You’ll also receive the weekly Secret Society Bulletin, with updates, insider information about characters from my books, ongoing stories and series, and early notification about sales and new releases.

      

        

      
        Click here to join the Secret Society and get access to the Shadow Archives.
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      Thunder rumbled in the distance, covering the sky in a blanket of noise. Jena glanced out the window of the small cottage into the darkness beyond, glad she’d made it back inside before the storm hit. She shivered despite the warmth from the cozy fire in the living room. She was still a little afraid of thunderstorms, even after all this time.

      Beside Jena, her master Thornal sat in his favorite padded armchair, eating his evening meal. He blew on his spoonful of rabbit stew, sending splashes of the meaty liquid back into his bowl. A small lump of carrot landed in his long, white beard.

      Jena huffed out an annoyed breath. “Let it sit if it’s too hot,” she said, frowning. “There’s no need to guzzle it.” The stew had been bubbling gently on the kitchen hearth since she’d arrived home; she’d spent time getting it just right, using the herbs she’d carefully grown for stews just like this one.

      “On the contrary, there’s every need,” replied Thornal, his voice calm, despite the agitation in his actions. He blew on another spoonful and shoved it into his mouth, chewing with surprisingly strong teeth. “What’s the first spell in chapter eight?” he demanded suddenly. Thornal’s raven—perched on the high back of his padded chair—flapped its wings and resettled, as if objecting to his master’s words.

      “Fire explosion spell,” Jena answered automatically, then took a bite of her own stew-dipped bread. The fire flickered in the hearth next to her. Despite the goosebumps along one arm, Jena moved away from the flames, uncomfortable with the heat on the scarred side of her body.

      The Great Mage Thornal nodded, sending a brief smile in her direction, before shoving another spoonful of stew into his mouth. He stared, transfixed, into the hearth fire for a moment, like he had some great weight on his mind. Thornal was a tall, thin man and didn’t quite fit his fire-side perch, but he often sat there in the evenings, staring into the fire, thinking his deepest thoughts.

      Jena peered at him more closely, noticing for the first time dark circles under his eyes and the extra lines around his mouth. He looked every one of his two hundred plus years tonight; long, grey hair fell around his shoulders and his mage robes hung off his spare frame. A long-healed scar ran down the side of his right cheek, making his lined face look even more gaunt. It made her feel she hadn’t been looking after him properly.

      “What’s the matter?” she asked, a strange fluttering in the base of her stomach. There was something going on and she didn’t like it.

      Thornal ignored her words. “What’s the third ingredient for the explosion spell on the same page? Exact quantity.” He took another mouthful of rabbit stew, closing his eyes as he savored the taste.

      Jena didn’t hesitate. “Powdered horseradish root. Three pinches.”

      The Book of Spells was balanced on the arm of Thornal’s chair, glowing gold in the low light from the flames. He didn’t check the ancient book; he already knew she was accurate. Every page was burned into her mind; she had seen every spell; often casting them herself.

      Thornal had insisted she learn, despite the ancient laws prohibiting women from casting mage spells. Jena had obeyed at first because she’d been only twelve when Thornal first bought her at the slave market, and she was frightened not to do what he said. He was her master, and although he’d saved her from being a slave, he could change his mind at any moment. Later, once she’d realized that Thornal meant her no harm and that he wanted her to stay with him, she’d done it because she loved it. Because she was good at it.

      “Bring me the powdered horseradish root from the herb room, if you please,” said Thornal, before putting another spoonful of stew into his mouth.

      Jena glared at him, but put down her stew to do as she was bid. He’d tell her soon enough what was happening.

      The raven flew ahead of her and watched with fierce eyes from his perch as she searched for the powdered horseradish. Bottles, vials, books, and drying herbs cluttered every surface. It was a wonder that Thornal could ever find anything in this mess. There was a layer of dust in some areas thick enough to plant next season’s vegetables. But she was never allowed to clean it. Thornal insisted that the mess was part of the magic.

      At last, she found the horseradish under a pile of cut leather, and gathered a spoonful. The raven cawed in approval and flew to land on Jena’s right shoulder, grappling with the materials of her shirt and woolen wrap.

      “Ow, that hurts, you ridiculous bird,” she said. Jena lifted her arm to shoo the raven off. “Away with you.” Instead of flying off, the bird stepped daintily out onto her forearm, bobbing its head. Its claws still dug in, but the burn scars on her arms were less sensitive to the pressure than the flame-warped skin on her right shoulder.

      “Do you want dinner?” she asked, reaching up to stroke the bird’s head. The raven tipped its head to the side, leaning into the caress. Jena smiled; a quick lopsided motion that disappeared as soon as the burned skin on her right cheek tightened against the curve of her mouth. She didn’t like smiling; it reminded her of things she’d rather forget.

      “I believe that’s a yes.” She walked to the kitchen where she prepared another bowl of the stew and placed it on the table. The bird jumped off her arm onto the table, its sharp claws tap-tap-tapping on the wooden surface. It began to eat, pecking bits of vegetable and meat out of the gravy.

      Jena went back into the main room where Thornal waited. “Here you are. Horseradish root.” She placed the leather pouch on the table by the mage’s chair. His eyes glittered up at her for a moment, before he turned his attention to the powder. Thornal took three delicate pinches and dropped them into another small leather pouch at his side. He closed his eyes and drew on the earth’s energy to seal the spell inside the bag.

      Jena’s breath hitched. Why was he making the fire spell?

      “Thank you. Now eat up. You’ll need the energy later.” He took another large spoonful of his stew. “You’ve a way with stew, my girl,” he muttered around his mouthful. “Your cooking is better than all the chefs in the Royal Palace.”

      Jena frowned, ignoring the compliment. “Why will I need the energy?” she asked suspiciously. “I’ve just been hunting; we’ve enough for days.” As she spoke, a gust of wind howled along the outside edge of their cottage, and she pulled her woolen wrap tighter around her shoulders. Winter was closing in; the nights were getting short and cold, despite the heat of the days. She wasn’t going out again tonight.

      “Don’t worry, it’s not hunting. Not yet.” Again, Jena caught him looking at her with his bright blue eyes, a secret whirling in their depths. He was up to something. She knew it, but she couldn’t figure out what it was.

      Once, she might have thought he was planning to tell her to leave, that she was no longer wanted here. Her stomach churned at the memory of that little girl. But she felt more secure these days, more sure of her place in his household. For a start, he’d never survive without her. He might be the greatest mage in all of Ignisia, but he was too used to her cooking and cleaning for him to let her go anywhere. Jena took another bite of her stew-soaked bread and decided next time she’d add more thyme.

      Thornal remained silent throughout the rest of the meal, and soon Jena had wiped up the last of her stew with her bread. Out of the corner of her eye, she could see the small leather pouch with the explosion spell sitting on the small table. Whatever he was planning, she didn’t think she was going to like it.

      With a sigh, she took their empty bowls to the kitchen. The oversized raven clicked about on the table and cawed at her, its beady eyes watching as she cleaned their plates, as if it, too, knew something was up. Then it abruptly opened its wings, sending a draft of air across the room. It flew back to its master.

      Jena poured hot water from the fire-kettle into their mugs, then carried a slice of poppy seed cake and hot chamomile tea into the room for Thornal.

      He was staring into the fire and didn’t even glance in her direction. Putting the mug and cake next to the horseradish on the small table, Jena sat down and tried to determine what was so fascinating about the leaping fire. He wasn’t praying to the Flames; it looked like he was meditating.

      The flames played tricks with the light and at first Jena didn’t notice the shadow behind her master’s chair. Then the darkness moved forward, placing an elaborately decorated knife at Thornal’s throat. Instinct jerked her forward, only to be pulled back by rough hands from behind her chair.

      Panic rose in her throat. Jena tried to look around, but the hands behind her tightened. She struggled wildly, instinctively, pulling at the arm across her neck. She hated anyone touching her scarred skin with such a fierce intensity that it made her fight twice as hard to be free—until a sharp-edged knife pierced the scarred skin on her neck. “Keep fighting and I’ll slit your throat,” said a low, gravelly voice near her ear. She stilled, heart pounding, even though frenzied panic still swirled inside her.

      Unthinking fear took over again, and her whole body tensed with suppressed action. She was desperate to struggle against the arms restraining her. It was only Thornal’s voice in her head, reminding her how to find that calm place for casting mage spells that kept her sane and still. Alive. She managed a breath that calmed her thoughts enough to hear the first man speak.

      “Where is the Book of Spells, old man?” The man loomed behind Thornal, hidden mostly in the darkness, his thick, muscled arms twisted around Thornal’s neck. His voice was quiet, emotionless.

      Jena stared at the man, trying to fix everything in her memory. As Thornal liked to say, it was always in the details. The intruder wore black from head to toe, no other visible insignia. His face was hidden in the darkness, except for two glowing red fires where his eyes should have been. Jena’s eyes widened and her breath quickened in her chest. He was a Flame Hashishin, one of the elite soldiers who guarded Ignisia’s King and did his bidding. Why would the King care about the Book of Spells? No one but a mage could use it, and they only wielded the power in the king’s name.

      Thornal didn’t answer the Hashishin’s question. He gave her a steady look, his eyes calm and in control, reminding her to stay calm as well. Then he lifted his hand and threw the mixture from the pouch toward the book, speaking the igniting words under his breath.

      The ancient Book of Spells—her constant companion for the last six years—burst into flame, exploding right before her eyes. The force of the explosion whipped Jena’s hair back off her face and tiny bits of burning paper were pitched into the air. Smoke billowed upward, following the path of the burning book.

      Jena gasped, making the knife at her throat dig deeper into her skin.

      Her master had just destroyed the most valuable artifact in the entire Kingdom. A book he was bound by a blood oath to protect at all costs.
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      Nate ran along the narrow path inside the volcano, the lava flowing in the gorge beside him like a great oozing sore. The heat covered him as if he had an extra layer of skin; sweat ran down his face, back, and legs. His clothes were clinging wetly to his body, and he smelled of ash from the center of the volcano. The mage spell protecting him from the heat was worn down to almost nothing. His heavy bag rubbed against his shoulders; he’d have to make up some more salve to ease the pain.

      But none of it mattered. He was almost out. Ahead, the dim light of the cave entrance was like a beacon; on his back was the heavy burden of another successful trip to the center. He’d had a good run, and was another day closer to the end of his five-year mage bond. He had enough lava salt to feed a small kingdom. They’d all celebrate tonight. Even Master Jorgen would have to crack a smile over this haul.

      A stone skipped down a ways in front of him, and he slowed, frowning. Rock falls were common in the lava caves, and he hadn’t survived this long by being careless. Up above, he saw a large rock teetering on the edge of a high-up ledge. He narrowed his gaze and calculated how much time he had. Not enough. He stopped, and moments later, the rock toppled over, bringing other smaller rocks with it. Seconds later, the path in front of him was completely covered with hot rocks, some slipping over the edge and into the lava river below. The lava hissed and spat as it received new offerings into its boiling depths.

      Nate leaned over with his hands on his thighs, trying to get his breath back now that he’d had to stop. He was literally meters from the entrance and another week’s end.

      “By the Flames, why now?” But he said it without any real annoyance. It would only take him a little more time, and he wasn’t afraid of asking for help.

      Spreading his fingers, Nate coaxed a small intense light into the palm of his hand. “Demon rise!” His voice resonated around the cavernous space above his head. “Rise to my will.”

      A light appeared, the faint outline of a fiery shape hovering just above the tips of his fingers. A crash of thunder echoed around him, shaking the rocky floor. A whispering sound—as if he was surrounded by thousands of insistent voices that he couldn’t quite understand—filled his ears.

      He was through to the Edges where demons lived. Nate spoke a final incantation, focusing on the widening ball of light at his fingertips. The world around him went quiet, even in the midst of the pulsing black heat of the lava flow beside him.

      And then from out of the ball of light rose a fiery beast, a demon matching Nate in size, but outclassing him in strength. “What do you wish from me, master?” it said in a voice that resonated through the dense volcanic rocks around them.

      “Rock slide. I need you to pull them down for me,” said Nate, gesturing to the pile of rocks in front of him.

      The demon hissed. “That is not a demon task. That is work for you, human.”

      Nate stared blandly at the demon, immune to the hatred in its gaze after all these years. “I need you to check the rocks aren’t heated. Last time I had a blister on my hand for days.”

      The demon paused, and a battle raged in its black and pitiless eyes. “Yes, master,” it hissed eventually. It started on the rockslide, and Nate watched closely just in case. It was bound to him, forced to do his bidding, but it could cause mischief. Demons hated being told what to.

      As the demon worked, the rocks slid steadily down into the lava, melting into the boiling hot liquid on impact. Nate shivered, despite the heat. He’d seen a man fall into the lava when he first arrived; it had melted the man’s flesh and bone while he was still alive. It wasn’t something Nate could ever forget. He stepped back. He didn’t intend to fall victim to a stupid accident, not when he was so close to the end of his time on the mountain.

      “Master, it is done.”

      “Thank you, demon.” Nate bowed his head politely.

      “Will that be all?” The demon’s eyes blazed red, before returning to their usual obsidian black.

      “Yes. You may go.” He always tried to set them free as soon as their task was complete. Keeping them around only burned their anger deeper.

      The demon slid into a gap in the wall in front of him, a faint hint of laughter echoing as it disappeared.

      Nate frowned. The demon definitely knew something he didn’t. His heart leaped into his throat and he frantically patted at the bag on his back; but the lava salt was still in its leather pouch. Some rich tradesman would pay top dollar for the rare salt to sprinkle on his meals, trying to stave off the inevitable tide of time.

      Nate trudged the remaining steps toward the light at the exit, concentrating on putting one foot in front of the other. Now that he was so close, his exhaustion was starting to set in. He longed for a bath and fresh clothes.

      A dark shape loomed at the volcano tunnel entrance. “Mage,” said a deep voice.

      Nate jumped and grabbed at the knife on his belt. A stranger stood before him, the light at his back turning him into a large shadowed outline. Nate took a step backward, readying for an attack. “Who are you?”

      “You are in danger. They mean to kill you.” The man strode forward and grabbed Nate’s arm. This close, Nate could see he was dressed in riding leathers with patched chain mail over his chest, and metal armor covering his enormous shoulders. A large sword hung from one hip and an axe on the other. There was a shield tied over his back. The stranger’s dark eyes tracked over the black raven’s wing mage tattoo that covered half Nate’s face.

      Nate blinked. “Kill me? What?” He instinctively struggled against the stranger’s hold, but the large fingers were like forged steel. His sweaty hands slipped off without purchase.

      “The Hashishin will kill you.” The man pulled Nate toward the side of the entrance. “I am here to save you.”

      “Kill me?” Nate’s brain tried to catch up with what was happening. He frowned, even as he was dragged to the doorway.

      “Hurry, we do not have much time.”

      “But—” Smoke reached his nostrils. Burning wood and cloth were making the air heavy. “The lodge is on fire!” he said, his eyes widening in alarm.

      The front of the lava runner’s lodge was partially made of timber, despite being set halfway up a living volcano. Nate had always supposed that the lava and hot rocks would get them if the volcano erupted, whether it was wood or stone.

      He hadn’t ever expected someone to burn down the lodge. Who would take on the mages like that? Only an idiot.

      Or someone very dangerous.

      He stopped resisting the mercenary and raced with him to the edge of the rocky outcrop. Outside, the sun beat down onto the barren landscape. He couldn’t see a thing after the darkness of the cave, and squinted, trying to speed up the process of adjustment. Waves of shimmering heat hit his face. It was just as hot outside the cave as it was inside. He could see nothing but nature’s hot fury and the thick smoke billowing from the lodge.

      Then, through the smoke, something flew at Nate, direct for his heart. He didn’t have time to think, let alone move. But the stranger’s reflexes were faster. His shield came up in front of Nate’s chest, and the silver arrow struck deep into the wood. Nate leaped back behind a large rock. The stranger crouched down beside him, his shield up and ready.

      “We have to make it to that hut below. It’s our only chance of survival.” The large stranger looked at him with expressionless eyes. He didn’t seem bothered by the arrow now stuck in his shield.

      Nate looked at the burning upper lodge. His meager belongings were all stored in his bunk. They were already gone. Someone had started the fire, and presumably, they had a reason. He didn’t imagine that he was the target, but he could well be an accidental casualty if he wasn’t careful.

      “What about the others? Did they make it safely out?”

      The stranger shook his head. He pointed, and Nate turned to look. His stomach lurched. Three bodies lay scattered near the side entrance to the lodge. The big fat stomach of Master Jorge was immediately recognizable. The smaller bodies would be Hady and Mitch, his fellow mage-bond salt gatherers. Each had a silver arrow embedded in their chest.

      “Who are they after? Why are they doing this?” He closed his eyes, trying to forget the sight. “The lava salt isn’t worth killing mages.”

      “They are after you. And they will kill you, if we don’t get to the other lodge.”

      Nate opened his eyes again and swallowed over his dry throat. “Follow me, then,” he said, and ducked low, running along the hidden path that led to the lodge.

      He skipped between the boulders, not even bothering to watch where he was going. He’d memorized the path, knew every inch of the surrounding volcano like the back of his hand. Part of his upbringing; you never knew what was going to happen. Turned out he’d been right.

      His protector easily kept pace beside him. Smoke was spiraling out of the far side of the lower lodge, and Nate’s breath caught in his throat. Would the lower lodge be gone by the time they got there? He glanced behind him and saw only smoke and death. No going back, their only option was forward.

      As he slammed through the door of the lower lodge, smoke billowed past and up into the sky. He coughed, choking on the heavy, dirty air. The mercenary entered the lodge just behind him. The small room reeked of burning wood, and it was filled with smoke. Small patches of fire were starting to crawl up the side of the walls.

      “Who are you? Why are you here?” gasped Nate, turning to face the mercenary, even as he tried to figure out what the Sparks he was going to do. His mind was a blank. He just knew he needed answers from the stranger.

      “My master sent me to save you.” Instead of heading toward the back door, and further escape, the mercenary pulled up the mat in the middle of the floor. He tugged open the wooden cellar trapdoor, holding it and gesturing for Nate to descend into the darkness below.

      “But—”

      “It will be the safest place for now.”

      Nate stared into the dark eyes of the big man. “How did you know about the cellar?” he asked. It was dug into an outcrop of rock, and it would survive a fire. There was even a tunnel that was partially caved, but could be dug out if required. The mages liked to have other options open to them, even in this backwater.

      “My master. He foresaw it.”

      “It is truly Hashishin outside?”

      “Yes. They set the lodge alight, and they will follow us here to finish the kill. You must go down into the cellar.”

      Frowning, Nate opened his mouth to argue. Before he could even say a word, the mercenary shoved him hard and he flew down into the dark space, hitting the rough stone cellar floor with a heavy thump. The bones in his shoulder crunched together painfully. His other shoulder hurt from the hard knock he had just received from the stranger. His bag was crumpled on the floor next to him, and he frantically searched for the lava salt. He let out a breath when he felt the solid lump of the leather bag.

      Looking up into the light above, he saw a Hashishin’s knife sticking out of the open trapdoor. The deadly blade still vibrated in the wood from the force of the throw, and the light from the fire ruby at its center reflected around him. He swallowed.

      That had been meant for him.
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      The remains of the Book of Spells burned in front of her.

      Jena felt as if someone had reached inside her body and wrenched out her heart. Her entire focus had narrowed down to the burning pages floating around them. Bright sparks of pain lanced through her insides, and she cried out. Beside her, the first Hashishin drew in a startled breath.

      Something heavy settled around Jena’s shoulders and in the pit of her stomach. Waves of pain crawled up and down her body. She sucked in air with short, panicked gasps, as light flashed in front of her eyes. A sound like rushing water filled her ears, and for a moment, she forgot where she was. The world became nothing more than a terrible overwhelming pain that she couldn’t control.

      Falling, flying, upside down, and right side up. She was everything and nothing, white and black, every color all at once; she was inside the cottage, and she was flying in the skies above; she was smaller than a speck of dust, and bigger than the whole world.

      Jena opened her mouth to scream, and no sound came out.

      Then, just as suddenly, she was back. She felt a hundred pounds heavier, and her vision was strange. Everything was brighter in the room, and she saw every detail around her. The pain was still there, but muted and under control. Nothing she couldn’t handle.

      She could again focus on what was happening in the room. The knife pricking at her skin hurt, and Thornal was still sitting just across from her. He watched her closely, and when she sucked in a deep breath, some of the tension in his face relaxed. He even sent her a quick smile.

      Jena breathed in and out, trying to still the pounding of her heart. There was a new tightness in her chest, but she was able to draw in another deep breath and stay calm. She needed to concentrate on their attackers. They might be trained Flame Hashishin, raised from birth to kill and to withstand most common mage spells…but her master was Thornal, the most powerful mage in the kingdom. He was the Guardian of the Book of Spells, and he wouldn’t be easily killed.

      “There is your book, Hashishin. Your master will not be pleased that you allowed me to destroy it,” Thornal spoke in a soft voice, almost a whisper.

      Jena heard him as clearly as if he spoke directly into her ear. What was he doing?

      “Your servant seems to understand what a mistake that was, mage. If it really was the book?” The Hashishin’s voice was flat as he dug his knife deeper into Thornal’s neck. Thornal grunted in pain and blood spurted below the knife. The large red jewel at the base of the hilt glinted in the firelight.

      “You have failed in your mission.” There was a small smile on Thornal’s face, but it worried Jena rather than relieved her to see it. The face of the Hashishin holding her master hostage was impassive, but there was something about the way he held his mouth that said he knew Thornal was right.

      The hairs on the back of Jena’s neck stood on end.

      Thornal coughed, and more blood pumped out of the wound on his neck. Again, Jena struggled against the man behind her; the knife at her own throat pressed harder against her scarred skin. She stilled, unable to bear the feeling of sharp steel against her old burns. Even worse, the feeling of the Hashishin’s hand against her skin was making it tighten uncomfortably.

      “You would never destroy the Book of Spells, old man. You are the Guardian, bound by your oath. Tell me where it is or the girl dies.” The Hashishin’s voice was neutral, his training ensuring he didn’t panic, or at least let his panic show.

      Silently Jena prayed for them. She prayed to the Flames as she had never prayed before, not even in the darkest moments of her life; not even when she had to endure the raw festering burns that had covered a quarter of her upper body. That pain seemed like nothing now, when Thornal’s life was at stake.

      The muted throbbing that still coursed through her body danced alongside the fear that was rising from her churning stomach. She stared without blinking at Thornal, but he didn’t look at her. He was concentrating on the Hashishin.

      “I would never lie,” said Thornal. “I have burned the Book of Spells, so your master will never have it. I would rather break my oath and see it gone than in his hands.”

      He grunted as the knife was thrust deeper into his neck.

      Jena gasped, pushing forward off her chair. The arm jerked her back down, and the knife pierced her skin, drawing blood. The sharp pinpoint of pain focused her mind, and in that moment, she realized they were in trouble. Her vision blurred as tears threatened to fall. She frowned and pushed them back. She wouldn’t break apart. She had to find a way to save them both.

      “This is your last chance, old man. Where’s the Book? Your lives depend upon it.” The assassin’s voice shook and Jena stopped breathing. The break in the Hashishin’s emotionless mask was more terrifying than any of the physical threats.

      Thornal motioned his eyes toward her, his lips forming a word. Talk.

      “He does not lie,” she said abruptly, trying to understand what Thornal was doing. “It’s an old mage tradition. It makes them stronger if they never lie; their power is enhanced by the very act of truth. It cancels out the excess emotion, the one thing that all mages strive to avoid. Excess emotion destroys a good spell, as they say.” Jena heard her voice as if from a distance, the higher pitch making it sound like someone else talking.

      She watched as Thornal whispered a spell under the cover of her voice. It was a simple spell, but cast by a powerful mage. Their attackers never heard it coming.

      The hands of the Hashishin holding her against the chair fell slack, and became nothing more than smoke and dust. Even before he was fully gone, Jena surged out of her chair toward the other Hashishin holding Thornal, grabbing the fire poker next to her chair as she went.

      The remaining Hashishin gave a grunt of surprise as the knife he was holding turned to smoke and ash. The spell sped through his body, turning him to dust as well. He tried to jerk his second knife, hidden in his sleeve, toward Thornal. It turned to a dirty powder before it left his hand. Jena’s poker smashed through dust, throwing the particles harmlessly around the room.

      She breathed a sigh of relief. Thornal had done it. He had saved them.

      As he stood up from his chair, she turned to Thornal—smiling to show she knew he’d been in command the whole time—and felt the brush of steel fly past her arm. The knife from a third Hashishin hit Thornal in the chest with a solid thud. Thornal crumpled to the floor without a sound, the knife hilt standing grotesquely to attention in the middle of his torso.

      Jena screamed, taking a step toward Thornal before turning back to his attacker, standing frozen at the entrance to the room. With a blast of anger and pain surging through her body, she uttered the first thing that came to her head, a feral fireball spell from deep in the Book of Spells.

      It shouldn’t have worked; she wasn’t in control of her emotions, and she hadn’t grabbed enough earth’s energy. But she was flying on instinct, and she flicked her arms toward the Hashishin before she even thought it through. A painfully white ball of flames came flying out through her fingertips. Heat burned through her and surged into the body of the third assassin.

      The Hashishin crumpled to the floor, dead before he hit the ground.

      Jena heaved a breath, looking down at her hands as if they belonged to someone else. She’d never seen white flames coming from a fireball spell, not even from her master.

      Even worse, a simple Fireball spell shouldn’t have worked on a Hashishin, especially given the emotion that had been charging through her body. Her hands trembled, and she clasped them tightly.

      Thornal moved, and she gasped, darting over and kneeling down beside him. “What can I do? Will the reversal spell work? I’ll⁠—”

      “Child, I’m dying. It’s my time. Help me... be comfortable.” He coughed, then winced in pain. A speck of blood formed on his mouth. “Excellent... fireball spell... my dear,” he said. “I don’t... think I’ve... ever seen one like it... before.”

      Jena took a breath. “You’re not dying. There must be a spell. Just tell me.” She stopped talking as he looked up at her, his eyes confirming what he was saying.

      Trembling, she laid his head in her lap and stroked the hair off his face. His eyes were glazed. Blood was everywhere, seeping from the knife in his chest and the wound on his neck. In a low voice, he gave her instructions. “Destroy this house... use the remaining explosive spell powder.”

      Jena shook her head, but he fluttered his hand impatiently. “Just do it... Jena, we both know you... can. You have... learned much... Leave me in the house... go... Forest of Ghosts... follow any trail. You will be safe... the forest... will protect you... It recognizes its own.” His voice grew weak, and his eyes closed for a moment.

      The raven flew down from its perch and landed awkwardly next to Thornal, its claws scratching against the wooden floor. Thornal opened his eyes again and looked into the dark eyes of his companion. Something passed between the two, and the mage gave a slight nod.

      “The raven is yours... It will help you travel... provide protection.”

      “I won’t leave you.”

      “You will... This was foreseen... I was able to protect you from the Hashishin, but I will die... you must do as I bid. Remember...the Forest of Ghosts.”

      “I can save you. I know the Book. Just tell me which spell you need.” Jena wiped a hand across her wet face. Her eyes burned, and her skin felt hot and sweaty.

      “This is my time.” He paused and then looked into her eyes, demanding her attention. “You will have... to break the old laws, Jena. You must prove... that women can be... powerful mages too. You have power... that hasn’t been seen before... It is foreseen. Be strong. You come... from a powerful line.” A cough left more blood on his lips and Jena couldn’t hold back a sob. Thornal had saved her, given her freedom, and now he was dying. She would rather that it was her dying, instead of him.

      “There must be something...,” she sobbed.

      “I am old, little one. Do not be sad. It is my time.” He grasped her hand in a tight grip.

      “Why did they want the Book?” Jena needed to understand.

      “They were sent by one who hungers for the power of the Book of Spells. Prince Lothar. He must not have it. You must not let him. Promise me.”

      “He can’t. The Book is burned, Thornal. You succeeded.” Jena tried to smile, her face wet and sore from her tears.

      “Don’t... let him have it, Jena,” Thornal said again. He gasped a breath, then another. “Take... a small pouch of my ashes. Be strong... Daughter of the Book.”

      Jena stroked his face, and kissed his cheek. “I will, master. I will do what you ask.”

      As he looked up at her, his breathing became shallow, then stopped. His head went limp in her arms. Jena pulled his body toward her and hugged his slight frame, tears mingling with the blood.

      Thunder rumbled above the house.
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      His heart pounding, Nate scrambled backward, away from the open trapdoor, unsure if one of the Hashishin would follow the blade down into the room. He could see nothing other than smoke and dust swirling above. He glanced around him, trying to find the bolt-hole he knew existed somewhere in this cellar. He’d need it if the stranger couldn’t beat the Hashishin.

      His fingers flicked over a tiny demon light he’d formed almost absently in one hand. The other fire demon would still be lurking around, making it difficult to call a second one so soon. He’d have to wait a little longer.

      The clash of steel on steel rang out above as swords met in battle. His protector was fighting the Hashishin.

      The entire kingdom was raised on stories of the mighty Hashishin guards, exclusive soldiers to the king himself. How was one mercenary wearing mismatched armour going to beat them?

      Nate moved cautiously forward, trying to watch the battle through the open trapdoor. Crouching low, he put his foot on the first step of the stairs, straining upward. He jerked back as steel clashed on steel near the entrance. The discordant blows made the hairs down his spine stand on end.

      Nate crept another step up the stairwell, then another. From the second step, he could see the opponents circling the lodge’s main room, each treading carefully. Both men looked deadly, their swords held ready to strike.

      Then it began in earnest. Steel hit steel, quickly, strike and then block. Nate’s breath moved in time with the battle. It was like a dance, each move perfectly timed, two masters at their best. He couldn’t see a clear winner.

      Nate was transfixed. Blood pounded in his head, thumping through his body like a drum beating out a death knell. Time seemed to slow, the seconds dragging like hours. He could think of nothing he could do to help, no way to interfere and turn the battle to their advantage. His mage skills were useless against the Hashishin, and calling a demon wasn’t yet an option.

      There was a quick movement from the Hashishin, the sound of bones crunching, and then the mercenary fell heavily to the floor. He didn’t rise, and the Hashishin spun toward Nate, his whole body ready to attack. Almost casually, the Hashishin picked up and threw a kitchen chair toward Nate’s hiding place at the cellar door. Nate jerked back, ducking the chair, but tripping over the bottom stair. He fell hard onto his back, cracking his elbows, then his head on the floor. For a moment, he saw stars.

      A dark head appeared at the top of the cellar opening, staring down.

      Nate scrambled backward, moving out of instinct. The Hashishin’s burning red eyes focused on him, holding Nate mesmerized. As much as he wanted to, he couldn’t move, couldn’t do anything. Some kind of magic was holding him immobile, and he had nothing that could fight it. Another knife came out, and Nate watched helplessly as the Hashishin took aim.

      And then it was over.

      The Hashishin’s whole body jerked and he put a hand to his chest, looking almost surprised. The fiery light went out in his eyes, and the now lifeless body collapsed down the steps and into the cellar next to Nate. A large hunting knife, as practical as it was ugly, stood out in his back.

      “He didn’t keep his eyes on his opponent. Made it easy for me,” said the stranger from above, his voice slightly slower than before. “There will be another one or two of them around. Stay down there this time.”

      The trapdoor slammed shut, and Nate was left in the small space with the dead Hashishin. The smell of blood mixed with the smoke and fire from above. Nate covered his mouth and nose with one hand, trying to concentrate on what he needed to do to survive.

      He crawled over to the body, and gazed down at the Royal guard. Why had they been sent to kill him? It made no sense; it had to be some kind of mistake. The only possibility that Nate could think of was that it was some kind of political move against his grandfather to do with the Mage Council.

      If it was, they hadn’t done their research properly. The old man would be grateful to have his number one festering sore removed from his proverbial backside.

      Nate searched the pockets of the Hashishin with shaking hands, looking for something that might help. The man wore pure black with tiny blood-colored accents on the ends of his sleeves and trousers. The clothes were made of a light woolen material that would be excellent to fight in, but provided no protection from swords or knives. If someone got close enough and stabbed them with a knife, Hashishin believed they deserved to die.

      He found several knives of various sizes hidden around the body and placed them on the floor beside him. None were as ornate as the one embedded in the trap door.

      As he thought about it, Nate looked up at the knife stuck in the wood. The ruby on the hilt glinted in the uncertain light from above.

      He moved up the steps, grasped the knife handle, and pulled hard. The knife came out easily. It sat well, almost perfectly, in the palm of his hand. The fire ruby glowed, its warm light touching something inside Nate. It called to him, and he stared down at the patterns of light and dark swirling through the exotic jewel. They seemed to reach out and grasp him, pulling him into the dazzling center. He was cocooned in the warm embrace of the fire ruby, and it whispered sweet nothings to him that made him smile and curl deeper into its embrace. Light and color churned around him: reds, oranges, and yellows, the brilliance of fire. He felt at home for the first time in many years, if ever.

      Shadows moved above, a loud crash of noise, and someone crossed the lines of light in the wooden cellar roof. He blinked, realizing he’d been in the thrall of the fire ruby, and had no idea how much time had passed. Shaking his head to clear it, he strained to hear what was happening. Had the mercenary been killed while he was in the ruby’s embrace?

      A whooshing noise seemed to indicate that the blazing flames were eating greedily at the lower lodge’s wooden structure. He heard grunts—recognized the stranger—plus the sound of fast and experienced feet moving over the floor, then flesh hitting flesh. They were fighting close, hand to hand, and without weapons.

      The stranger would need to be fast, or they wouldn’t have time to get out of here. The cellar itself might survive a fire, but he wasn’t sure he would. The gagging smoke that filled his lungs was far more dangerous than any flames that might make it this far down.

      A body hit the floor above with a heavy thump, making the floor shudder, and casting a dark shadow down into the cellar. Nate flinched, covering his eyes as dust floated down through the wood, like the ashes of the dead. He couldn’t tell if it was his protector or another Hashishin who had fallen, but he was pretty sure they were dead.

      He backed away from the stairs and the trapdoor. If that was the mercenary’s body, he needed to call a demon or get out of there fast. He had no other defence against the Royal assassins. His hand tightened on the fire ruby knife.

      An explosion ruptured the air, loud and painful. Nate fell to the floor with his arms over his head. Dust and debris drifted down. Feet pounded the floor above. He heard a grunt of effort and then swords clashed directly above. The mercenary was still alive.

      He let out a breath, but stayed where he was on the ground. He could feel every muscle in his body. Above, swords collided. Goosebumps rose over his skin. It would take only one good hit from a Hashishin’s sword to bring the stranger down. It didn’t matter that he’d already killed two of them.

      A light voice whispered in his ear, “I can save you from the mercenary.”

      Nate jumped. “By the Flames, spirit, this is not the time!” Above, the shadows flicked and flittered brutally.

      “Help me, and I will repay you with a way to escape.”

      Nate turned to the ghost. “Leave here! I cannot help you.” He didn’t have the patience to deal with a spirit right now.

      “The mercenary’s master is setting a trap. Do not go with him. Promise to help me, and I will set you free.”

      Nate glanced up at the floorboards above. Feet thumped, swords clashed. A grunt, then silence from the men fighting for their lives, as they circled the room, their bodies casting strange shadows across the cellar.

      It was tempting. He didn’t know who would win the battle above. “He’s a mercenary, then?” Nate had caught a piece of information that was useful. He needed to know more about his protector.

      A flurry of movement from above made dust fall across the cellar. The dead Hashishin was covered in the same brown dust that coated Nate. He wiped some off his sleeve, trying not to look at the ghost floating nearby.

      What if the spirit really could save him? Wasn’t it worth a chance? He wasn’t sure about his other options. Did the Hashishin protection from mage spells extend to fire demons? He really didn’t want to find out.

      The ghost waited silently, its arms crossed.

      He paused, tempted, then shook his head. “No, I can’t help you. You have to find your own way.”

      Scuffling sounded above, and his gaze flicked to the trap door. A thump indicated someone had landed on the floor again. Bodies hit, and then it began again, shadows circling.

      When he looked back to where the ghost had been, it was gone. He knew enough not to trust a ghost; they always spoke in twisted words and double meanings, but he would take heed. The mercenary wasn’t all he said he was, and he should be cautious… if he made it out of here alive.

      The trap door banged open, and Nate jumped. The sudden bright light hurt his eyes, and he flung up one hand to partially cover them. Smoke gushed into the room as a figure ran down the steps. Nate scrambled back, until he recognised the mercenary’s rough clothing, and relaxed. The big man slammed the door shut after him, returning the space to eerie darkness, and locked it from the inside.

      Nate coughed on the smoke. He could see a flickering glow above; the fire was spreading. “We need to leave the house,” he said urgently. “We’ll burn alive.”

      A flint sparked and the mercenary lit a small lantern, filling the cellar with shadows. The man was covered in blood, and an open wound gaped on his arm. “I have a plan,” he said.

      “Are they all dead?” asked Nate, watching the stranger closely. He was ready to leap up and escape the cellar without the big man if he had to.

      The mercenary glanced up. “The Hashishin are dead. But there are other creatures waiting to enter the house.”

      “What do you mean?” Nate looked up at the dim light above and shivered. What more could there be?

      “Wolvans. And I’m fairly sure I saw a lavaen in the sky.”

      “A lavaen!” Nate thought of the drawings he had seen of the large molten creatures bathing in the center of a volcano. He’d thought they were a myth. Who was powerful enough to summon such creatures?

      “Prince Lothar is controlling the beasts.” The mercenary seemed to read his thoughts.

      “Prince Lothar?” Nate frowned, trying to understand what the mercenary was telling him. The crown prince of Ignisia was a distant figure he’d never even met. His grandfather was the one who mixed in such exalted circles.

      “He wants you dead.” The mercenary didn’t even blink an eye as he spoke.

      Nate sat back, stunned. “But why? What could he possibly want with me?”

      “If he is to become Flame King of Ignisia at his coronation in two months’ time, you must die.”
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      Something sharp pecked Jena’s arm. She raised her head; she was groggy, her body somehow heavier than usual. A faint throb of pain drummed its way down her spine, dancing in time to the rumbling thunder crossing the sky overhead.

      Next to her, Thornal’s raven hopped from one leg to the other, its dark eyes intent on her face. Jena blinked and realized what the raven was trying to communicate. Thornal’s body had started to heat up rather than cool. Unwrapping her arms from around his chest, she laid him carefully on the floor and edged back on her hands and knees.

      The raven at her feet gave a single caw, then flew to her shoulder, where it balanced unsteadily, flapping its wings. Barely registering the pain from its over-large claws on her scarred skin, Jena watched Thornal’s body. She knew what came next; they had attended the death of an old mage only a month before. She stood up and moved further away, the determined raven still balancing on her shoulder.

      One spark, then another, flicked from his eyes and danced along his thin frame. More and more sparks flicked over his body, and soon small flames lit up his legs, then his torso, and finally surrounded his face and arms. The flames danced over his whole body, covering him in a shimmering coat. The center became a white light that hid his body from view.

      A long white jagged burst of lightning erupted out of his body and up into the sky, traveling through the house as though it wasn’t even there. It sparked and flashed, connecting his body to the gathering storm outside the house. Jena gasped, too surprised to move. That hadn’t happened the last time.

      The lightning burned her eyes, too bright to look at. Jena watched anyway, her eyes not moving from the glowing shape in front of her, and the trail of light extending up through the roof. All too soon, the lightning inside the house ceased and Thornal’s body crumbled into a small pile of white-hot ashes. Jena gave a sob and covered her mouth.

      Outside, the lightning continued to pulse down from the sky, heating up the storm. Jena could see flashes through the windows, matching the rumbling thunder that now curled around heavy rain. The storm was directly over their home.

      The raven took wing back to its perch and Jena walked forward to say the death rites over the ashes, the heat still pulsating like a forge. She stared down at the place where her master had died, tears drying on her face, and the fire dying in the hearth.

      Eventually, the raven took wing around the room, demanding attention. Jena didn’t understand how the massive bird had survived the death of its master. She’d known Thornal could do powerful magic, and it had taken a massive burst of energy to overcome the Hashishin and their protective magic. But Thornal’s companion should have accompanied its master into death.

      Jena sighed softly. It didn’t really matter how the raven had survived. She was glad it had. It gave her a small sense of security, something familiar to hold onto. She wiped her face and took a step back, right into the ashes of one of the Hashishin.

      She kicked her foot viciously, sending the ash up into the air. Coughing, she waved her arms to clear the floating cloud. It was settling on her skin and clothes, a fine layer of human dust. She shuddered. Fragments of evil floated in this room. They’d destroyed her life, in one quick knife-thrust.

      What had they wanted? A book. They had killed Thornal over a stupid book.

      Thornal had told her to destroy the house and go to the Forest of Ghosts; it was his dying wish. Jena blocked everything else out of her head and set to work.

      She climbed up to her small attic bedroom, and found a change of clothes. She slid out of her blood-and-ash-stained working dress, then wiped her face and arms clean with a damp cloth. She dressed again in men’s trousers and a thick cotton shirt, layering a soft leather vest on top. Then she pulled on her leather hunting boots—the most comfortable footwear she owned. She looked down at herself, satisfied. It would be safer if she appeared to be a man during her travels. She touched her long, dark brown hair, but the thought of cutting it off made her fingers tremble. It wasn’t just vanity, it was practicality too—she often used a waterfall of her hair to hide her face and stop the stares she got when she was out in crowds.

      It would just have to be secured inside her woollen hat.

      After loading a travel bag with a change of clothes and a woollen scarf, hat and coat, she grabbed her prized possession from the bedside table, a small wooden trinket Thornal had given her when they celebrated their first Flame’s Eve together. Holding it in her hands for a moment, she looked down at the hand-carved raven, its wings spread in flight. He’d said that it was her keepsake, that the raven was protecting her in this world.

      Jena shook her head, dark hair falling over her shoulders. It wasn’t doing a very good job of protection. She stuffed it into her pocket and left the room without looking back.

      Her next stop was the kitchen where she rummaged through their travel rations, picking out the best. Dried meat and fruit, flour and salt. A wooden plate and spoon. A cooking knife. She chose several bundles of dried herbs and shoved them into her bag. He’d insisted she overstock their cupboards throughout the summer and early autumn. Now she understood why. A mage knows when and how he is to die, and Thornal was the greatest of all mages. He’d been planning this for a while. He’d wanted her to have a good choice of provisions.

      Finally, she went to the spell room. Standing by the door, she gazed around at the cluttered shelves and tables. She’d spent many long hours in this room, mixing potions, watching and helping with spells. She grabbed a few essential items, little bags of powders and dried herbs she’d mostly mixed herself.

      Then she rummaged around until she found an empty spell pouch and put it in her pocket. The lump in her throat threatened to choke her, but she swallowed it down. Touching the old, worn bench with a reluctant finger, she took a last blurry look around the room and then strode out.

      Jena returned to the main room, kicking the blackened and burned body of the third Hashishin to one side. Instead of satisfaction, she just felt sick. She walked over to Thornal’s ashes, standing over him, fingering the pouch in her pocket. The yawning gap that now existed in her life seemed too big to fill. A dull heavy feeling had settled in her stomach. Thornal had saved her, freed her from a life of slavery, and given her a purpose.

      And now he was gone.

      She wanted to fall to her knees and sob great heaving gasps, to cry until there was nothing more inside her. She wanted to lunge down and gather his ashes to her body, gasping in breaths of air that would contain his very essence.

      But she didn’t.

      She would follow his last dying wishes. And he’d specifically said she was to take some of his ashes with her.

      She knelt down beside the pile on the floor. With shaking fingers, she scooped a handful of his ashes into the small leather pocket and tied it tight with the leather cord. She placed the pouch in the inside pocket of her trousers.

      A flash of metal caught her eye. She reached into the pile of dust and pulled out the knife that had killed her master. The blade was sharp, Thornal’s blood staining its edge. Jena swallowed down the bitter taste in her mouth. She forced her gaze past the blood and concentrated on the knife.

      The handle was ornate, with the coat of arms of Ignisia adorning its front. She rubbed her finger over the image of the Flames, crown, and sword. Below her finger, the Ember Volcanoes billowed smoke and fire. Like the other Hashishin’s knife, it had a brilliant red stone set at the base of the handle where it met the blade.

      Despite the blood glistening on the steel, Jena was tempted by the assassin’s dagger. It offered a brand of justice that pulled at her, dared her to seek vengeance for Thornal’s murder. Proper Utugani gypsy retribution: to the death, whichever way it went.

      If she kept it and used it to kill the man responsible, she might feel some peace, perhaps end the pain and anger that now filled her. And if she failed, then she would be dead and feel nothing.

      Her heart pumped a little faster; the metal glinted in her hand. Prince Lothar was a powerful enemy. The chances of her being able to get close to him, let alone use this knife to kill him were slim to nothing.

      Wiping the blood from the blade on the soft arm of the chair, she placed the knife through a loop in her belt. Her hand shook, but she remained determined. By picking it up, she’d accepted her journey. She’d find Prince Lothar and use this knife to kill him. Or die trying.

      She shivered, her skin prickling with goosebumps.

      Taking a deep breath, she looked up to where the raven perched. “Come, Raven. You will have to make do with me as your master.” The bird cocked its head to one side, then leaped into the air, soaring through the kitchen door.

      Jena heaved the pack onto her back. She pulled on the oiled leather raincoat hanging by the door, tying the hood tight around her head. Without looking around, she strode out of the house into the cold, wet night beyond.
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      The mercenary clapped Nate on the back, heavy and hard. “I need your help.” The fire above them crackled and smoke drifted down through the lines in the floorboards into the dark cellar.

      Nate’s mouth went dry. “What can I possibly do to help?” Wolvans would die before giving up their hunt. He didn’t know much about lavaens other than they lived in the depths of volcanoes. He couldn’t imagine the kind of power that would induce such a creature away from their home.

      “We must try to set the wolvans against the lavaen. It’s our only hope of escape.”

      “How?”

      The mercenary held out his hand. A knife identical to the one Nate had pulled out of the trap door lay in his palm.

      “I can’t use a knife against a wolvan! I’d have had a better chance against the Hashishin.”

      “Not the knife, the fire ruby. The gem in the knife is where the Hashishin get their power, and their protection against magic. It provides a direct link to the Royal Flames. My master assures me that you have the ability to use the fire ruby to control the wolvans.” The mercenary leaned forward, his eyes focused on Nate. The lantern light flickered eerily across his face.

      Nate shook his head. “I can’t just pick up on their connection to the Flames. We need another plan.”

      The mercenary’s eyes never left Nate’s face. “The Flames will recognize you and allow you to use the fire ruby,” he said. “You can do this. Just use the power of the fire ruby to trick the wolvans into attacking the lavaen. It is our only chance.” He laid the second knife in Nate’s hand.

      Nate looked down at the knives, confusion in his head. “This is insane. How could I possibly control the Flames?”

      “You have an affinity to fire and to the Royal Flames in particular; it will work. But you must hurry.”

      The pair of fire rubies glowed in the dim light, and Nate found himself staring into the center of one of the rubies. The warm swirling colors drew him in again, pulling him toward the burning red core of the powerful gemstone. He felt light as air, and a burning warmth flowed through his body. He smiled dreamily.

      An abrupt slap across his face brought him back. He shook his head sharply and glared at the mercenary who still held his hand aloft as if he was waiting to see if he needed to slap Nate a second time. He lowered his hand.

      Nate rubbed one finger over the fire ruby in his hand. That was the second time he’d been enthralled in one day. Fire rubies were dangerous, their power unpredictable. And with his already strong fire compulsion, he was susceptible to their power. He didn’t think he could control the fire rubies. They were more likely to control him.

      But then being enthralled
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