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Prologue


[image: image]


The sorceress jerked her head up in indignation, cold eyes fixing on the back of the emperor’s head. Voren shook his head in disgust, his face looking as if it was carved from stone. They had found the woman a few hours ago in the tunnels beneath the city, bloody and delirious. After being absent for nearly a month’s time, her return had been somewhat unexpected and also sadly disappointing. He had sent her out with the expectation that she would take care of the matter with the Venishian thief. Instead, he had been greeted by an empty handed fool, not humbled in the slightest by her defeat.

The woman had been barely coherent at all until a few minutes after they had brought her up, wounded so severely during her endeavor that she might well have died had he not chosen to intervene. He glanced dispassionately at the dead body of the messenger. The man was a necessary casualty, his life taken in a grim process of healing the emperor might have been motivated to avoid had he not had need of the information Nyea possessed. The man had served his purpose, though whether the same could be said about the seer was yet to be seen. 

Voren had known from the start that she did not have the stone. He had known it from the moment she walked in with her head still held high, looking for all the world as if she had won a great victory rather than having failed miserably and nearly lost her life in the process. She had related her tale with almost disinterest, as if daring him to challenge her. He was growing increasingly weary of her delusions, and he had decided the moment he learned of her failure that it was long past time to relieve her of such warped perceptions.

His tone was harsh and grating as he spoke, all pretense of patience having long since vanished. “Tell me once again, Nyea. How was it that this child, this Keeper of the Light, along with the boy you are so reluctant to mention managed to not only destroy my talisman, but also to escape you three times without fail?” He turned to face her, fixing the arrogant woman before him with a frosty stare. “Perhaps I overestimated you. Perhaps it is time you were replaced, as you were unable to complete even this one small task, despite how confident you seemed.”

Nyea curled her lip in disgust. “You presume too much, Voren. I serve you only because I choose.”

His face remained emotionless, but behind the flat stare rose a seething fury that few ever had the misfortune of seeing. “I grow tired of your arrogance. You have proven yourself as useless to me. Now tell me of these children before I run out of patience.”

The sorceress gaped at him, eyes lighting with anger. “You fool! How dare you address me so! I—”

She cut off with a gasp, her eyes going wide with shock. The emperor did not look up from his study of the wall, holding the magic around the seer with little effort. “You forget yourself, Nyea. I have tolerated these outbursts of yours for far too long.” She lashed out with magic of her own, but he easily deflected the blow. He lifted his hands, and the woman cried out, shivering from head to toe as the dark magic ripped through her. “Now, answer the question.”

She held her mouth shut, all her earlier cockiness slowly draining away, replaced with a look of fear. He increased the intensity of the magic, and the woman’s eyes bulged, her fingers curling into claws as she made a pathetic attempt to fend off the dark magic that assaulted her. Her words came out in a jumble, pouring out information in between gasps and whimpers. She left out nothing this time as she told him of how the stone was destroyed, speaking briefly of her visions of betrayal and retelling the hunt for the Xerkzes stone with added details. 

Voren did not say a word as he listened to the account, shaking his head in a gesture of extreme disapproval as the story reached its conclusion. “Your thirst for revenge and your pride have cost me dearly. If you had not wasted so much time lying in wait with the fool notion of killing this stranger, I would have back my talisman.” She stared at him with wide eyes, desperately trying to cling to at least some shred of dignity through the haze of pain that assailed her. “You are lucky the child did not get the stone to the Venishians, or things would be much worse for you.” He paused, connecting in his mind the shadowy details the sorceress had fed him about the boy.

She had been very forthcoming about the Keeper, but not the other. She blamed the lack of elaboration on ignorance, but it was simple to see she was lying. Perhaps her damaged pride at being beaten was what kept her from speaking, but he did not believe that was so. Magic had been used to destroy the Xerkzes stone, magic that originated with this stranger the Venishian had recruited, a boy Nyea claimed not to recognize, and one with tremendous power judging by how he had overcome ten of the emperor’s finest hunters, including the sorceress herself, all without any aid. He did not sound like a Venishian.

The emperor turned to face Nyea once again, his dark eyes frightfully intense. “The issue that concerns me is why you would waste all this effort just to slay one strange boy, even if he did humiliate you.” He continued to examine her, his eyes like daggers. “You knew this person, didn’t you? Or was it that you knew something about him, something you are reluctant to share? And for some reason that knowledge made you hate him enough to risk everything just to kill him.”

Nyea did not respond, her emotions becoming veiled. He arched an eyebrow, and a flare of green light encircled the sorceress. Her eyes widened in horror and she collapsed to the floor, shaking convulsively. It was a few minutes more before she gasped that she would tell him. He suppressed a sigh; it was sad to see how quickly she broke, but convenient nonetheless because it saved him time. He bent over her limp form, and she spoke in a hoarse whisper, long nails leaving bloody scores along the insides of her palms. He straightened as she finished her response, his face hardening. He raised his hand and the onslaught of magic resumed, stretching on with elevated strength.

He strode out of the chamber, his voice devoid of emotion as he commanded the guard to seal the door. “Remove the corpse a few hours from now, but do not interfere until it is over.” The man nodded grimly, taking up his post with cold detachment, though he shivered slightly as a particularly violent shriek from within the chamber carried past him. Voren strode off down the hall without a second glance, the anguished screams of his former subordinate echoing along behind him.

* * * * *
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Chapter I On the Brink
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Viera’s eyes widened in a mix of fear and shock as the tower below her erupted in a chaos of fiery debris. Chunks of stone and spurts of flame flew in every direction, and torrents of wind whipped around the building with frightening ferocity as the spire fell. She booted her horse into a gallop, charging through the tangle of trees to the ruin at the base of the hill where she stood. The explosions had started a few minutes ago, but until then, they had been no more than flashes of light and sound, not easy to make out from so far back in the woods. Yet now, with the collapse of the tower, all her earlier fears became reality, along with the horrifying possibility that she had arrived too late to change anything.

She had been traveling with hardly any rest for almost four days straight, but somehow Seth had managed to stay one step ahead of her no matter how fast she rode. She had discovered his horse abandoned at the edge of Cazour yesterday and had taken it as her own, cutting loose her own exhausted steed. She had cut through the forest surrounding the city rather than follow his trail then in the hopes that she would gain ground, but it appeared the shortcut had not done as much good as she had hoped.

Wind rushed by her face, her heart pounding inside of her ears as she charged forward. She did not give any thought to personal safety as she went, did not stop to consider what might happen if the Nocturne sorceress was still here waiting for her. She only knew that she had to find Seth, a need that superseded the demand for caution. 

She broke through the trees onto the banks of the river near the base of the decimated tower, staring in astonishment at the devastation before her. Spirals of smoke rose from the broken keep. Entire sections of the building were reduced to nothing more than dust and rubble. The fires and flashes of light had died down, leaving only the faint gurgle of water to disturb the dead silence of the morning. A figure lay washed up on the sand a few yards away, limp and unmoving with vivid red patches coating his back. Viera leapt forward, dismounting and covering the ground that separated them at a run.

She inhaled sharply as she saw the severity of the burns. Tainted with excessive dark magic, they were beyond her ability to heal. She hesitated a moment before turning him over, knowing there might be other wounds she needed to inspect. 

Seth gave a groan as she rolled him onto his back, his dark eyes fluttering open and coming to rest on her. “Viera,” he mumbled, “you aren’t supposed...”

She cut him off with a shake of her head, catching sight of the long slash running the length of his left shoulder. She shifted her gaze back to his face, for the first time really seeing the state he was in and knowing that despite appearances, the small gash was far more deadly than any of the other, more gruesome injuries. His eyes had a slightly glazed look to them, his face coated with a sheen of sweat. The green liquid that lined the edges of the wound had seeped deep into his bloodstream and was progressing rapidly toward his heart. She did not recognize the variety of poison that had been used, but whatever it was, it was quite potent.  

She placed her hands over the wound, a halo of white light spreading out from the tips of her fingers. Seth stiffened, shivering slightly as the magic took hold. She sat there for a long time, but no matter how hard she pressed, the venom had gone too deep to be purged by someone with as little experience as her. She dropped her hands to her sides, the glow fading away into darkness. She bowed her head in frustration. All she had managed to do was slow it. If they did not find help within the next day or so, he would die.

Seth looked at her with knowing eyes, appearing decidedly feverish, though his words were clear. “Just leave me, Viera. You shouldn’t be here at all. You should be back in Venir—”

“Don’t you dare!” she hissed. “It’s bad enough that you tricked me and ran off on your own with some fool heroic notion that... but... now...” She bit her lip, noticing for the first time that there were tears in her eyes. “None of that matters. You are not going to die. Get up.” She pulled him to his feet, slumping under the weight of his body. His face turned dead white as he rose, but despite his obvious pain, he made no sound of protest. She shoved him up into the saddle, fearing even as she did so that he was in no state to keep upright. “What happened up there?” she pressed, climbing up behind him. “The sorceress, Nyea Aterre, will she follow us?”

Seth frowned, eyes scanning the ruin. “I don’t know. If she did survive, she won’t follow us. Not yet.”

“And the Xerkzes stone?”

“I’m sorry, Viera,” he sighed. “The stone is gone. I couldn’t retrieve it.”

She cast a mournful glance toward the ruined tower, the few fragile hopes she had clung to that her quest would succeed falling away. She recalled to mind the vision she had seen in the Looking Glass all those weeks ago of Venir falling in the fiery chaos of battle. She prayed silently that it did not mean what she suspected. “It’s going to be a grim report to the council, telling them the Nocturne have the Xerkzes stone back in their possession.”

Seth caught her arm, shaking his head. “No one has it. It’s destroyed.” She gaped at him, but he was dead serious. “That’s what the explosion was. There was no other choice. Better this way than them having it.”

She remained speechless for a moment, staring at him without replying. It was very difficult to destroy something as powerful as the Xerkzes stone. She could not imagine how he had managed it, but that was all over and done with. What mattered now was getting Seth to safety. She grabbed hold of the reins, peering toward the horizon where the sun was just now peeking over the tops of the mountains. Venir was almost three days ride southwest of here. It would be almost impossible to reach the city in time to save Seth, but she had to try. Only a fully trained Keeper would be skilled enough to dispel the venom, and even then, there were few within the city that could perform such a feat with the added difficulty of the dark magic that lingered in the wounds.

She set off at a trot, fearing that any faster pace would put too much strain on her passenger’s injuries, and trying not to think about the blood that already stained her shirtfront from where he slumped against her. She maintained constant conversation with Seth as they traveled, worried about letting him slip into unconsciousness for fear he would not wake. He told her about his decision to leave, skimming over the details of his battle with Nyea so as not to worry her. He shook his head as he finished his tale, eyes distant. “You should have been far away from here when it happened,” he murmured. “If you were even a few hundred yards closer to that explosion... Or if Nyea found you following me—”

“If I had gotten here faster, I could have helped.” She spoke softly, her voice not high above a whisper. “And I wouldn’t have to worry about you dying right now.” The comment was not meant as a reprimand, but Seth cut off his tirade without another word, his protests dying off into silence.

They did not stop at all that day, riding late into the night and taking their meals while still in the saddle. Mountains and rivers faded away into a landscape of rolling hills and lush greenery as they approached the plains surrounding Venir. They stopped not long after midnight in a close outcropping of trees, Viera preparing a small fire in the center of the glade. 

Seth was hovering on the edge of unconsciousness, his skin burning with unnatural heat as his body fought against the venom slowly working its way through his veins. She took out a gathering of herbs she had collected from the forest surrounding the camp, boiling them down in a small pot she had bought while in Talme. Magic was getting her nowhere, but the herbs would at least fight off infection and help to keep Seth alive long enough to reach Venir, or so she hoped.

She settled down to sleep a few hours later, staring blankly out into the landscape beyond and futilely trying to find rest. Two days, that was all it would take to reach the city, but that may be too long for someone already teetering on the edge of death. She fiddled anxiously with the end of her hair, glancing over to where Seth lay motionless on the ground. She squeezed her eyes shut. All she could do was try her best and hope that it would be enough to save him.

Scorching heat and blinding sunlight were what waited on the second day of travel, and the oppressive humidity wore down on both the riders and their mount, making travel all the more difficult. Viera took care to avoid the passing patrols of guards as she rode. There was always the chance that one of them might recognize Seth, not that it was a probable possibility this far from Cammen, but she could not afford the delay. Roving groups of bandits sometimes crossed her trail, but despite being a poor navigator and woodsman, Viera was still able to evade their grasp.

Viera slid wearily out of her saddle as they stopped for the night, dragging an unresponsive Seth down after her, though she buckled under the weight this time, collapsing alongside him to the hard packed ground. His eyes didn’t open anymore, his face deathly pale as he shifting between shivering with cold and burning with fever. He had been like this since early that morning, with mumbled phrases and the occasional groan the only sounds he made, though even those seemed to have died off now.

They had traveled a fair distance the past few days, but evading the passing bands of raiders had wasted precious minutes that could mean the difference between life and death for the boy in her arms. Her eyes roamed over the pale, sweat-streaked face of her former guide and protector. It was odd that she still thought of him as a boy when she was no older than he was, especially since out of the two of them, he was probably the more mature.

She looked away from her grim contemplation, gently levering him from her lap and wrapping his cloak tight about him as she went about setting up their camp for the night. Her eyes scanned the forest around her as she worked in the hopes of seeing some sign of the trackers who hunted these lands. This wood was the only stretch of trees within miles of Venir. Empty plains surrounded the rest of the citadel for leagues in every direction, the wide grove to the southeast the only place where enemies could hide. As a result of this, it was also the area most heavily patrolled by the city’s trackers, and though the citadel itself still lay miles away, they were already deep into Venishian territory. With luck, one of the patrols would come across them and among the trackers would be a Keeper with the skills necessary to heal Seth. If they were not so lucky, the trackers would mistake them for intruders and attack. 

A rustling of leaves brought her swiftly about, her hand jerking back the string of her bow with an arrow already nocked and ready to fire. A rabbit shot across the open area between two bushes, and she lowered the weapon with a sigh. She was getting increasingly edgy, every sound and movement making her jump. She placed the bow by the head of her bedroll, letting her eyes slide shut as she drifted off to sleep. Beside her, Seth drifted through a chaos of fevered memories and dreams as the poison continued on its inexorable path toward his heart. Time was running out.

Bright sunlight crept through Viera’s half-closed eyelids, and she leapt to her feet with a curse. The sun lay almost halfway to its crest. She had wasted nearly four hours of the day already. She quickly gathered up their scattered gear, saddling the horses in record time and preparing to depart. She threw on her cloak, the green cowl falling low over her eyes and overshadowing her face, but she did not bother to remove it.

A faint tingle of magic rippled through the air, and she dropped flat to avoid the wave of fire that shot overhead. She was given no time to recover from the shock of that first attack, as her assailant leapt forward with a shout. The attacker hurtled forward with reckless abandon, the engraved silver staff glinting in the sunlight as she whirled it overhead and whipped it toward Viera’s neck in a fluid motion that seemed oddly familiar. Viera reached for one of the last of her Seraphen daggers, ducking under the strike and cocking her wrist in preparation to throw.

The cloaked attacker danced to the side as the knife flew past, hood falling back to expose a fair haired young woman, bright emerald eyes glowing with both excitement and rage as she confronted her quarry. Viera’s eyes widened in surprise, instantly recognizing the Keeper before her and unable to hide her shock. “Salerea?” she called, barely reacting in time to deflect the next swing of the staff.

The girl across from her stopped mid-thrust and stared at her warily, peering under the hood of her cloak and seeing the round, olive-skinned face of her friend. 

The girl froze, her bright eyes mirroring a startled relief similar to that of the person facing her. “Viera?” she exclaimed, placing her weapon at her side and watching as the princess lowered her cowl. “What the hell are you doing out here?! Half the city went berserk when they learned of your disappearance, and now you’re found sneaking into our borders like a fugitive? By the Light, where have you been?!”

Viera re-sheathed her dagger in the holster at her waist, glancing over to where Seth lay. “There isn’t time now. I’ll explain later, I promise. I have to reach the city. Do you know where Zala is? Or maybe Thaydrid or Tylen? I need their help, and I need it now.”

Salerea glanced for the first time at the limp form of the person behind Viera, lying completely motionless and looking for all the world as if he were already dead. A shallow gash ran the length of his left shoulder, the wound an angry red streak lined with a foul greenish substance that stood out against his unnaturally pale skin. “Tylen is with our garrison in Kaleth, and I haven’t seen Thaydrid in weeks, but Zala is inside the city, in the caverns at the west wall. She went out this morning to consult the records stored in the archives there... Whatever happened to him, he doesn’t look good,” she remarked, eyes roving Seth’s face. “I don’t think I’ve ever seen anyone living that shade.” Viera’s eyes darkened, a mix of worry and stubborn anger flooding through her. “How long ago did this happen?”

“Three days,” Viera replied, swinging up into her saddle. “Why are you out here alone? You aren’t old enough to be on border patrol.”

Salerea arched an eyebrow. “I’m out here as an applicant for the trackers. Which, seeing as I am seventeen, the exact same age as you might I add, is perfectly reasonable. My mentor was delayed by an injured tracker we came across on our way here. He sent me to do a quick scan of the area around the site to search out the enemy that ambushed her, but when I found you... I didn’t really see a need to wait.” She tied her metal staff crosswise against her back, her leather breeches and forest colored top much more practical than Viera’s pale green dress, a necessary evil that she had not had the chance to change out of. “There’s been more incidents recently of agents from the empire crossing through these woods,” Salerea continued, “so we’ve increased our patrols. I don’t think anyone suspected we’d find the runaway heir to the throne in our sweep.”

She helped Viera hoist Seth into the saddle, wincing as she saw the vivid burn patches on his back peeking through the makeshift bandages Viera had applied. “By the Light, what happened to you two?”

Viera pursed her lips. “There isn’t room for all of us to ride,” she deflected uneasily.

Salerea shrugged. “I can keep pace at a run. Come on, there’s a tunnel leading into the caverns where Zala is a few miles south. Marek won’t miss me while he gets Ceirce to the watch tower.” Viera raised an eyebrow. Salerea stiffened. “He’s my mentor not my babysitter.”

They set off at a trot, weaving through the thick tangle of foliage towards the citadel beyond. Viera had trouble even keeping Seth in the saddle at this point, keeping her arms tightly about him. He seemed completely unaware of her presence though, sitting limply with not even a muffled moan or slight twitching of fingers to give her hope. He had made no sound since Viera had woken, and his skin was cold and clammy. The faint pulse in his wrist was the only thing to assure her he was still alive at all. “Hang on, just an hour more,” she murmured, burying her face in his shoulder and willing him strength.

Salerea skidded to a stop at the base of a tall poplar, feeling along the ground until her hand closed around the rusted iron ring of a trapdoor leading underground. Viera stared for a moment at the broad tunnel before dismounting, wondering how Salerea had discovered these passages. Only the higher ranking officials of the city were supposed to know where such tunnels were concealed. 

The hatch was just big enough for the horse to squeeze through, and Salerea aided Viera as they reposistioned Seth across the saddle, sparing no time to further secure him as they hastened on ahead. Viera led the stallion by the reins down the ramp to the halls below as Salerea sealed shut the doorway behind them, jogging after the disappearing form of her friend until she had taken the lead once more. 

They stopped at a wide iron door almost a half hour later. Salerea knocked twice, shouting the password to the soldier on the other side. The watchman started as he caught sight of Viera, recovering swiftly and questioning Salerea as to the whereabouts of Marek, her mentor.

Salerea shrugged off the question and led Viera through the almost deserted halls of the old barracks to the entrance of the archives in the cavern beyond. The guard called after them, but the girls made a point of ignoring him. Viera found herself silently rejoicing, grateful that there was almost no one around to see the strange party of two Keepers leading an unconscious stranger and a full grown stallion through the building’s halls, as such a spectacle would be hard to explain. 

It took them a while to locate the chamber where Zala supposedly was. The watchmen posted before the heavy doors fixed them with puzzled stares as they rounded the corner and began their approach. The wide double doors at the far end of the structure were decorated with an array of engravings, centering around a pair of stylized suns surrounded by various runes that spread over the metal doorway in spiral designs and marked it as the entrance to the cavern containing centuries of Venir’s histories.

“Has Zala come out since this morning?” Salerea asked curtly.  

The guards at the doors jerked their eyes from Viera and her injured companion and glanced at the tall blonde girl whom they knew to be one of Zala’s students. Both of them went silent for a moment before one of them deigned to reply, still appearing uncertain about what to make of the strange company now arrayed before him. “She’s still there, has been all day, browsing through the oldest sections near the back, last I saw her.” He turned his attention away from Salerea, tone lowering in concern. “The queen however, must be anxious to see you,” he told the princess. “Your business with Zala can wait.” 

She frowned at him, her eyes turning dark. “No, it cannot. Tell Malendria that her daughter does not wish to see her. She’ll know I’m back in the city in a short while, if she does not already. If she really wants to see me, she can come here herself.”

She brushed past the two men before either of them had a chance to reply and passed through the wide double doors to the chamber beyond. She set off at a jog, running with the horse’s reins clutched tightly in one hand. Zala Renaldrid looked up as she entered, shooting a quick glance to Salerea before staring back at Viera and her charge. The woman was well past her prime, over seventy years old, though she did not look it. Curling gray just beginning to turn white was tied back in a neat bun at the back of her head, and pale blue-green eyes regarded them with calm appraisal as they burst into the ancient halls.

Salerea and Viera touched their hands to their foreheads as they approached, formally acknowledging their teacher before requesting her aid.

“Viera Tyrellen.” The old woman sighed. “What have you done now? Gone for months on that foolish quest to steal the empire’s talisman, and then we hear you have succeeded only for you to return empty handed with a wounded stranger draped across your saddle.”

Viera bit her lip in embarrassment, pushing aside her momentary shame and moving on to what had brought her here. “I may not have the Xerkzes stone, but neither does the empire. All of this, I will explain to you later. For now, I need your help.”

Zala raised an eyebrow, standing motionless for a moment as she contemplated Viera’s response. Finally she moved to the saddle where Seth lay, shaking her head as she assessed his injuries. “Salerea, help get him over to the table, and don’t think you are blameless in this. I’ll deal with your desertion of your mentor afterward.”

Salerea flushed, and together she and Viera moved Seth to the low wooden table at the side of the room between the rows of shelves that lined the chamber. Zala stared down at the motionless figure, passing her hands over the burns and coming to rest on the knife wound in his arm. She jerked back as her hand came in contact with his skin, fury sparking in her eyes. She whirled to face Viera. “Why have you brought this evil inside our walls? This boy is true blood of the Nocturne. Dark magic flows through his veins and permeates his being with a strength that even I have seldom seen!”

Salerea shot her a wide-eyed look, but Viera brushed it off as she raised her eyes to meet the other woman’s gaze. “He is not a servant of the empire, and he has done more to help us than most of the people we praise as heroes. He is dying, Zala! This is not what you think, and I do not have time to explain. Please, I would not have brought him here if he was a danger to our people. There is no time to waste!”

The aged Keeper across from her stared at her with disconcerting perception, the anger fading from her eyes. “He is already very weak,” she stated quietly. “Strong dark magic was used here, and it may counteract the healing.” Viera did not reply, the expression on her face saying all she needed to.

Zala laid her hands on either side of Seth’s head, an aura of light surrounding her as she summoned her magic. Seth’s eyes flew open, hands curling into fists and a low groan of pain escaping his lips. Zala frowned, pressing harder against the forces that sought to counteract her efforts as the healing began. She stood with eyes closed, her brow knitted in concentration as she fought to purge the poison from his system. She lowered one hand to the wound at his shoulder, and he shivered convulsively, a faint green mist pouring out of the cut and dissipating into the air around him. The numerous burns lining his back and side closed over as well, leaving only smooth skin with no sign of the previous sores that had covered him.

Zala slumped forward in exhaustion as the light around her faded, leaning wearily on the table edge with her breath coming in ragged gasps. Seth’s eyes slid closed as the healing finished, his face still unnaturally pale, but no longer damp with fever or twisted with pain as it had been a few moments before.

Salerea came forward at a motion from Zala, helping her to stand and face Viera. “I have done all I can,” her teacher breathed. “The poison has been purged from his system, but the strain of the process and the damage already caused still linger. He may yet die, but for better or worse, the venom is gone.”

She moved away from the table, leaning heavily on Salerea as she exited the chamber. Her friend shot Viera a doubtful glance as she helped the woman out, clearly angry with her for her earlier deception and wanting an explanation for all this madness that she had brought with her into the city.

Viera stared at the figure lying before her, his breathing still shallow and irregular despite Zala’s efforts. There was nothing to say he would not still perish. All she had done in bringing him here was incur the wrath of her people and upset the balance by breaking laws that had governed life here for centuries. 

She glanced over at the empty doorway through which Zala and her friend had departed. She regretted having brought Salerea into this along with her. It was not her fault Seth was here, yet in all likelihood, she would be tied up in the result of these events just as surely as Viera.

She stared blankly ahead, her hands locked tightly on either side of the counter, nails digging into the soft wood and her knuckles turning white from the strength of her grip. Nothing was going as planned, and she did not have the Xerkzes stone to atone for her transgressions. If things continued on this course, Seth might well be worse off than before, surrounded by people who wanted to kill him, with herself on trial for defying rules of conduct, running away, and bringing one of the Nocturne into the city.

She sighed, head cradled in her hands. The weight of her failure settled down upon her like a thousand pound stone, the burden growing steadily worse as it moved forward to crush her.

* * * * *
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Chapter II Verdict
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“Keep your guard up.” The sharp command was issued with a firm insistence, and Seth cocked his arm higher in compliance, warding off the powerful swing from the man across from him. The practice swords vibrated against each other with jarring force, bringing life and realism to their mock battle. A quick thrust shot toward his left side. He deflected it, only to have a second strike knock his legs out from under him. He lay there panting on the ground, the long wooden sword of his opponent leveled at his chest.

Therin lowered the weapon and leaned back against one of the stone pillars ringing the yard. “You can’t think about the moves. You need to react on instinct. If I was a real enemy, you would have been dead.”

Seth rolled to his feet, wiping his brow to remove the thick sheen of sweat that had gathered there. It was midsummer, and the days were long and hot, making these daily sessions of drills all the more challenging. Everything ached from the numerous blows he had suffered from the practice sword, and after five hours of sparring, his arm felt like it was turning to lead.

Seth glanced over at the guardsman, searching for some sign that he was tiring or weakening from their drawn out mock battle. The captain was hardly even sweating, breathing calm and even. The man was over forty, yet he moved faster than any swordsman Seth had ever seen and had an endurance that far surpassed his own, despite their difference in age.

He had been living with Therin for almost five years now, longer than he had ever stayed in one location. The man had taught him everything from reading and writing to science and botany. He could not say he enjoyed the long lessons, but Therin had been quite fervent in his beliefs about a proper education. Seth had been the one to ask for the sword training, tired of spending his days cooped up in the library. He was far more drawn to the beautiful silver sword that hung over the mantle than he was to books and study. Therin had been reluctant at first, but had finally acceded, warning the boy that he would go no easier on him than he did his trainees in the guard barracks. War was a serious matter, not a sport to be taken up idly. 

The minor bruises from training were nothing to Seth however, who had suffered many a broken bone and cut during his younger years. He learned fast, picking up the forms and motions fairly easily, though even after two years he was nowhere near skilled enough to defeat his instructor.

Seth abandoned his weapon and took a quick swallow of water from the container at the side of the training yard. “Again,” Therin stated. “And this time, keep your eyes on your opponent, not the blade.”

They took their stances, shuffling back and forth across the yard as each tried to find a way around the other’s defenses. Seth darted in under one of Therin’s swings, lunging toward his heart. The guardsman twisted sideways to avoid the stab, turning and hitting him across the back while he was still completing the motion. “Dead,” he remarked, and Seth sighed.

“Another,” Seth stated, ignoring the bone deep weariness that had settled in over him. “Eventually, you’ll lose.”

Therin smiled, raising his sword in preparation. The doors leading to the exercise yard burst open, and a messenger darted through, the oak paneled door swinging shut behind him. “Captain Whitewood, you’re needed in the square. There’s a riot mounting, some preposterous talk about overthrowing the king. Lord Azriel is there.”

Therin grimaced, tossing down the practice weapon and moving over to where his armor rested at the far side of the arena. “Tell Madsen to call down whoever is speaking and try to break it up. I’ll be there in a few minutes.”

The messenger hurried away, and Therin began the process of strapping on his armor. Seth stood grimacing at the ground in front of him, his mood instantly darkening at the mention of Azriel. “It isn’t a huge problem, Seth,” Therin stated, seeing the look on his face. “Not yet. There’s nothing to say Azriel was even involved, so there’s no need for anger.”

Seth’s expression did not change. The statement cut right to the core of his thoughts, and he did not bother trying to hide the fact from Therin. “He was the one that caused it. You know it as well as I. He’s been causing problems and doing what would be labeled treason for anyone else for years. But no one does anything to stop it.”

Therin sighed, eyes downcast. “Until there is evidence to support such claims, those stories are nothing more than rumors and talk. What do you expect the king to do?”

Seth glanced up at him, eyes dark with anger. “I expect him to do something. It’s no coincidence Calea’s parents were murdered right after refusing to lend that scum and his men their support. Not to mention all the bribes he passes around to keep quiet the other things he’s done.” He paused, thinking of the eight year old girl he had met in the guard barracks a few weeks past. She had been very quiet and broken after hearing about the deaths of her mother and father. He had known her only distantly, but even so, it was awful to see how she had gone from being such a joyful, sweet child to the forlorn ghost she acted like now. Friends of her family had taken her in after her parents died one night while on their way home from the palace. Supposedly they were murdered by muggers, but everyone knew of the thugs that Azriel hired to do his dirty work.

Therin put a hand on Seth’s shoulder. “You can’t change what happened to Calea’s parents. It is tragic, yes, but you cannot arrest a person of Azriel’s standing without solid proof. It would make the king a hypocrite if he did and would cause more discord among the people than that usurper’s words ever could.”

“Then someone should kill him and be done with it.” The words were hard and cold, and Therin looked at him sadly. 

“Justice is not violence, Seth. It is well time you learned that.” 

He made his way toward the open door at the rear of the courtyard, and Seth shook his head. “So you’ll let more people die because of politics?”

Therin stopped in his tracks. “Everyone has their time to die, Seth. Azriel’s time has not yet come.” He disappeared into the hallway beyond, and Seth stared silently after him, his words echoing in Seth’s mind long after he was gone. A faint whisper sounded somewhere in the back of his thoughts, and the house around him began to blur, a distant voice pulling him slowly toward the surface...

* * * * *
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Seth’s eyes creaked open. The dark chamber in which he lay was devoid of light of any sort. There was no one else within the room, and whatever voice he had heard, it was gone now. He closed his eyes and breathed in deep to clear his head. He felt drained and weary, but the pain was gone. He raised a hand to his left arm, finding only smooth skin in place of the oozing gash that had lain there before. He could not remember anything after Viera had found him in Sien’Sorte. The images were all a hazy blur that he could not make sense of. His old clothes were gone, replaced by loose fitting garb colored in the soft earthy tones of the forest. Shredded and soiled beyond recognition during the battle with Nyea, his old gear would not have done him much good anyway. 

He glanced about. The foreign setting of the small room gave no clue as to where he was. He tried to climb to his feet and instantly sank back down upon the bed, head spinning.

The door of the room slid open, pale gray light filtering in from the corridor beyond. A lanky figure stood outlined against the light, emerald eyes narrowing in wary surprise as she saw that he was awake. Straw blonde hair was scraped back into a high ponytail atop her head, contrasted by bronze skin and wide eyes colored a brilliant shade of green. Those eyes glittered with distrust as she entered the room, her stance clearly defensive, as if she expected him to jump up and attack her at any moment. He glanced down at the spreading branches of a tree embroidered across the side of her shirt. The design was almost identical to the amulet Viera always wore.

He sat motionless on the corner of the bed, tensing slightly as the girl drew nearer. Her wariness was infectious. He caught sight of a single armored guard standing just outside the door, his hand clutching tightly the haft of his spear. Seth turned his gaze back to the girl before him, deciding it was high time he got some answers. “Where’s Viera?” He felt slightly surprised that was the first question he thought to raise when trapped in a foreign setting with no idea how he had gotten there, but he made no attempt to alter it.

The girl’s eyes narrowed even further as he spoke. “You can’t pretend to be a southerner just by putting on an accent,” she stated bluntly. “We know what you are.”

Seth shook his head, exhaling. “I wasn’t pretending anything. That’s just how I talk.”

Salerea crossed her arms, suspicion unwavering. “I suppose that’s how you fooled Viera.” She paused. “She kept trying to get in here to see you, as stupid as that is. Though at the moment she’s at an audience with her mother to explain to the queen and the council about the Xerkzes stone.”

Her mother... He was in Venir. That explained the guard outside and also how he had been so miraculously healed. He should have suspected as much, but he had foolishly hoped that Viera would have known better than to bring him here. There was no help for it now, and by the tone of this girl’s words and the look in her eyes, he could tell there was a judgment coming. No dark magic wielder had ever set foot within this city from what he’d heard. 

“Your own hearing will be coming up soon enough,” the girl stated flatly, instantly confirming his suspicion. “There’s never been a Nocturne inside our walls. The fact that you’re a dark magic wielder makes it even worse. So your little act, pretending to be a southerner, and whatever else you’ve done to trick Viera into trusting you, you’d best give it up now. It will not deceive the rest of us.”

“It’s not an act.” He sighed. “Now was there a point in you coming here, or was it just to start throwing around unimpressive threats?”

She lifted her chin, her stance rigid with nails digging into her forearms. “I came as a favor to Viera. She was... worried. And like I said, they wouldn’t let her in here to check on you. Now that you’re awake though, it doesn’t make a difference. I don’t believe that you just happened to stumble across Viera the same day the Demor found her in Kaleth, and it hardly improves things that you purposefully destroyed the Xerkzes stone rather than let Viera bring it back to Venir.”

He frowned at her. There was no point in arguing. She was not likely to believe anything he said. He rose to his feet, leaning against the bedpost to maintain his footing. “I don’t suppose you would allow me to just leave?” he asked grimly, already knowing the answer.

The girl opened her mouth to reply when the door at the end of the corridor was flung open. A tall regal looking woman marched down the hall toward the room, head held high and blue-green eyes passing quickly over the girl at Seth’s side before coming to rest on his face. By her appearance she was somewhere in her late fifties, maybe older, her hair a mix of grays interwoven with strands of white. 

“It is good you’re awake,” she stated briskly. “There are still many questions to be answered, and the council wishes to see you. You are in a precarious situation at the moment, and as much as I distrust you, my efforts in healing you should not go to waste by allowing you to be hung. Speak well and pray our suspicions are not correct in assuming that you were sent by the empire.” His eyes darkened. “Salerea, you shall come as well, as you aided in bringing him into the city. Come quickly, both of you. Malendria is in a foul mood today and will not appreciate waiting.” 

She stormed off without another word, not needing to look back at the two behind her to know that they would be following quickly after.

* * * * *
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Viera stood motionless before the panel of elders, each regarding her with solemn expressions. Her mother sat in the center of the room, rigidly positioned in a gilded throne atop a high stone dais, her face cold. “Poor judgment, desertion, and possible treason, these are the acts with which you are charged, Viera Tyrellen. You disobeyed orders and fled the city, supposedly to find and retrieve the Xerkzes stone from the vaults in the Lands of Night, yet here you stand without the talisman, bringing home instead a dark magic wielder.” She shook her head, tone dark with displeasure. “Never in a thousand years has there been a Nocturne inside our walls, even before the war, yet you have smuggled in this boy against all our laws, proving once again that you have nothing but disdain for our authority. You may be my daughter, but you are in no way above the law. What have you to say for yourself?”

Viera exhaled, feeling keenly the heavy gazes of those around her. “I left the city, because you would not do what was necessary. You would have sat here and let the empire go on destroying cities one by one until there was nothing left. I did retrieve the stone from Cayheir, and never again will the empire be able to use it against us. If I had listened to your commands, they would still hold the threat of the stone over us, preventing us from attacking their strongholds until our city wound up in the same state as Terrinth: a patch of burning embers and chips of rubble.”

The queen did not change expression, her pale green eyes cool and observing. “You left the city, Viera, because you wanted to prove you were able. You left here, child, simply to spite me. Do not fabricate some noble cause to make this a testimony of your good intentions. The dangers of entering Cayheir were too great for me to, in good conscience, send a contingent of Keepers there. A queen cannot take such undue risks, and I was not about to order a suicide mission. That you made it out of there was a miracle, though there is still the question as to why the stone was destroyed and not brought back here.” 

Viera opened her mouth to reply, but the woman cut her off with a wave of her hand. “You allowed yourself to be placed under the influence of an Aterre’Ro, even after you learned his true identity. You then let your guard down long enough for him to drug you into sleep and destroy the stone rather than let you reclaim it from the sorceress who hunted you. If nothing else, you have been a fool. You have endangered us all with your actions. If the empire was indeed significantly weakened by this blow, perhaps I will be lenient with your punishment. It is up to the council to decide the rest.”

Viera glared at her, green eyes burning. “I could not have gotten the stone away from the sorceress by myself. I would have died trying, and she would have brought the talisman back to the emperor. You complain that you do not have the Xerkzes stone, but even so, we are better off than before. The only reason the empire does not have back its talisman is because of the person you refer to as ‘spy’ and ‘traitor’ and worse. He does not work for the empire. He has never even set foot within the Lands of Night, and last I checked, he was dying! So he is hardly a threat to the city.”

A messenger came in from the hallway beyond, finishing a whispered conversation with the guard at the doors who then left his post and moved over to the throne. He leaned over toward the queen’s ear, stating in hushed tones whatever news the courier outside had conveyed. Malendria nodded slowly as he finished, dark curls swaying with the motion. “His condition is not as dire as you make it out to be, daughter. We shall see what he himself has to say about these events.” She nodded to the second watchman still posted at the door. “Bring them in.”

Zala emerged at the front of the column, stiff and regal as ever, followed closely by Salerea, who looked slightly shame-faced as she took in the elders surrounding her. Seth was the last to enter, still considerably paler than normal, but otherwise recovered. An armed escort of two men followed closely behind him, hands never straying more than a few inches from the hilts of their weapons. 

“If this is the mortally ill person you were referring to, daughter, no one would agree with the assessment.” Viera shot an icy look toward her mother, but the woman’s gaze was fixed on the boy whose very features marked him as Nocturne. “You have entered this city against all our laws, meeting my daughter under false pretenses and destroying the only object that provided us with a means to drive back the empire’s forces. You are clearly one of the Sur’Aterre, and Zala has identified you as a wielder of dark magic. Some would think it fair to condemn you without even bothering to hold a trial, but it is against our ways. So, say what you will, but know first that none here will stand for being lied to.”

Seth stood motionless throughout the announcement, shooting a quick glance toward Viera before focusing his attention back on the queen. “I have not done anything against either you or your people, and I do not serve the empire. All I want is to leave. Let me go alive, and I promise you, you’ll never hear from me again.”

The people of the council arched an eyebrow at the pronouncement, voicing nothing of their own opinions as they waited for their ruler to respond. Malendria folded her hands in front of her, her cool gaze unnervingly intense. “If you are a spy, which no doubt you are, I cannot let you go without having all the information and secrets you have discovered leaked to the empire. The only possible solution is either to kill you now or hold you here indefinitely so the empire will never hear of these things.”

Seth’s jaw locked, eyes darkening in anger, though he kept his tone level. “What could I tell them that they don’t know already? The only part of this city I have seen is the hall leading from one room to the council, so I cannot reveal anything about your defenses. The entire time I spent with Viera was hunting for the Xerkzes stone, and doubtlessly the empire knows more of that than you or me.”

“And I suppose you will also attempt to convince us that my daughter remained entirely discreet, telling you nothing of our secrets during the weeks you spent ingratiating yourself to her,” the queen remarked dryly, and Viera flushed, feeling her temper rise.

“What little Viera told me of Venir, I could have learned from countless others in cities across the south,” Seth insisted coldly. “I already knew most of it, because everyone with a half decent education in Savhor already has record of all your noble houses and customs, casual facts that I seriously doubt the empire would be interested in. If I really was a spy, I would be a pretty shit one for never trying to learn anything useful. So as much as killing or imprisoning me might make you feel better, it will not make you any safer.”

The queen regarded him coldly, her eyes like chips of limestone glistening faintly in the sunlight spilling in through the windows above. “The Nocturne have always used clever words to lie and twist reason, but none here are fool enough to let such subtle deceits hold sway. You can put on an accent and pretend to ignorance for as long as you want, boy, but everyone here already knows you for the enemy. Your deceptions are futile.”

“I do not serve the empire,” Seth articulated yet again. “My only connection with them is that I happen to have been born somewhere near there in a place I’ve never been to. I didn’t even know about my parents until a few weeks ago. I did not plan on coming here, and I have no intention of letting the empire destroy this city or any other southern territory.”

“If this is true, boy, then why would you have accompanied young Viera, a total stranger, in the first place?” a tall woman interjected, her plain face sun-darkened and lined with worry. Viera recognized her as Talora Renoe, an experienced councilor who had lost her husband in a Nocturne raid.  

Seth paused a moment before answering, clearly hesitant about revealing anything that might further incriminate him. “I was fleeing the guards when I met her. They connected me to a crime in Cammen and assumed I was part of a group of Demor hunting the stone. I went with her, because I knew that where she was going would likely be too far away for the people there to know of my crime and also because, after seeing the stone I... felt I should.”

The queen raised an eyebrow, the only change in expression she underwent since Seth had entered. “So, you are a criminal as well as a dark magic wielder. The list just keeps growing. Even more disturbing is that my daughter showed you the stone so quickly after meeting you. It appears her lack of discretion is what initiated this dilemma. She shall be punished for these acts, but first we must finish with you.” Her gaze skimmed over Viera before returning to Seth, and Viera felt a flash of anger at the cold disapproval she saw reflected in her mother’s eyes. The woman had no right to be angry with her. She never failed to assume the worst without bothering to suss out the entire story.

Seth shook his head in frustration, disbelief tingeing his voice. “Your daughter has done something amazing in taking the stone away from the empire. You owe her your gratitude. Instead, you’re going to punish her? Why? For saving my life? She did her best to bring you the stone, but the empire’s sorceress was too powerful. It was impossible to retrieve the Xerkzes stone from that witch in a one on one battle. Viera tried that, and she almost died.”

“And we’re supposed to take your word on that, Nocturne?” a woman coldly pressed. “In truth, none of us can be sure if it was possible for young Viera to get the stone back, because you did not permit her to accompany you and try.”

A white-haired general rose from his carved stone seat. “Argada has a point. Viera told us that the pair of you defeated the sorceress before the night you lost the stone. If that claim is true, why did you destroy the Xerkzes stone? And why did you take precautions to ensure that Viera could not come with you to see this ‘struggle’ between you and the sorceress for herself? The way I see it, you and the witch simply agreed to destroy the talisman, yet the reaction of its magic caused an unexpected explosion and that is why you were injured.”

“So instead of carrying the weapon back to the empire when her path was clear, the sorceress endangered both her mission and her life to put into motion some elaborate plan to take away the empire’s greatest advantage?” a grizzled elder stated archly. “You speak nonsense, Turin.”

“Then why did the sorceress wait for him?” Argada questioned. “From what I hear, she was well ahead of you and could have stayed ahead. Why did she forsake all chance of reaching the empire simply to confront a person with the known possibility of failure?”

“She did it because she had a grudge. Nyea was too proud to be beaten. She had to kill me to make up for those first defeats,” Seth stated grimly. “It might also have something to do with my parents... She didn’t really take the time to explain. But she didn’t see me as a threat. She was confident she could defeat anyone, so she had no fear of losing as you suggest. Destroying the stone was the only way I could prevent her from taking it back to the emperor, so I did.”

“I find it strange,” a middle aged man drawled, graying hair tied back at the nape of his neck. “that you refer to this mysterious hunter, someone who you supposedly did not know before this quest, by her first name. And you speak of her character as if you knew her well. The only explanation I can pose for this is that you were cohorts and knew her from your service to the emperor.”

Viera paled at the accusation. Unlike the previous comments, this one was all too reasonable, and too many of the other councilors nodded approvingly. Seth may have just proven himself guilty simply by telling the truth. 

Seth suppressed a sigh as he replied, his face grim. “I have seen her, but not before the beginning of this quest. It was in a dream, a dream I do not well remember, but the sorceress was there. It was like I was witnessing the event for myself, except this was of something that had long since passed. It was mostly about prophecy...” He put a hand to the side of his head, trailing off as he fought off the sudden headache that beset him. Viera watched him with concern. The rest of the councilors also studied him intently, in search of what ailed him. It happened every time when Seth had tried to tell her of the dreams, the pain in his head and the dizziness. She had told him he had the talent of Videre, but if that was true, something in him blocked the ability so he only remembered fragments. Trying to hold on to a complete memory would only worsen his pain.

“Your stories grow more and more unbelievable,” the queen stated coldly. “None of the thin lies you have presented provide this council any evidence to believe your claims. Be advised that if you fail to come up with a sensible explanation, the initial sentence of execution will stand.”

Seth frowned, and Viera felt a flash of grateful surprise when Zala spoke, her voice calm and even. “If you have already condemned the boy, Malendria, then why bother to let him speak? You focus too much on the past. You say his reasons are not good enough to justify his actions, but neither are yours to condemn him. We have no reason to kill him, so either come up with one or end this trial. Either way, I would advise you to cease wasting time.”

The queen’s lips tightened, but she respected Zala just as much as every other Venishian did, or at least enough not to object to her in public. Zala Renaldrid was a Keeper of great status and wisdom, and no one here had the standing to dare question her. 

The ruler turned her gaze on Salerea, face cold and serene once more. “You found Viera and this boy in the woods and brought them into the city. Why did you not alert your mentor and send a scout to tell me of my daughter’s return? Why did you smuggle them in underground rather than go in through the gates? Instead of taking any reasonable course of action, you helped my daughter sneak a complete stranger inside our walls without so much as bothering to first gauge his identity.” The woman shook her head. “This bodes poorly for you, Salerea Delinar. You shall be included in this punishment, though to a milder degree than that of my daughter.”

“She did not know he was Nocturne!” Viera stated angrily. “She was only helping an injured boy and her lifelong friend. You can hardly blame her for that, Malendria.” The queen’s eyebrows rose at the address, but Viera was too upset right now to be calling her “mother” let alone “your majesty”, as if the villain deserved such respect. “She led us through the tunnels, because there wasn’t time to go in through the gates. The only thing she is guilty of is not prying for information while trying to save someone’s life!”

“I do not believe you were given permission to speak, daughter,” the queen reprimanded. “Now be silent until you are questioned. You are not a member of this council, and I will not tolerate more outbursts.”

“Your daughter has a point, your majesty,” a steady voice from somewhere in the back intoned. “Salerea has hardly done anything wrong. Though I can’t say I appreciate her deserting her mentor.” Salerea lowered her eyes, catching site of Zairen Yourik, a general in the army and leader of the trackers. “As for the boy, he hardly seems a servant to the empire, and prejudice and suspicion aside, he has in fact done us a service. The empire is greatly weakened by the loss of their talisman. Now is the time to strike, not to deliberate. Know that I say this with as much respect as possible, your majesty, but you can hardly deal out punishments for imagined crimes that are rooted more in hatred than any basis in fact.”

“The general is correct,” a woman’s voice proclaimed, and Viera glanced over at the speaker. Strong and fit with auburn hair that burned like fire in the sunlight, the woman was easy to recognize. Sherin Forestrider was a headstrong officer who, though respected for her skill with a blade, was usually too hot-headed for command. She hated the empire even more than most after they had killed her younger brother, and Viera felt a jolt of surprise as she realized it was her voice that had risen to defend them. “Miss Delinar has only lent aid to those who needed it, and I believe that in a way, your daughter has done the same. The Xerkzes stone is gone, and the Nocturne are weakened. These children have given us a chance to land a blow upon our enemy that has the potential to win us this war.” She turned to Seth, her eyes hard. “When he walked in here, like the rest of you I saw a Nocturne, an enemy not to be trusted. But I shall not let suspicion tie us down long enough for the empire to recover. This... boy, has given us an opportunity. We must not let a chance as great as this one pass us by.”

Many others among the assembly nodded in agreement, and the queen stared at them thoughtfully for a long moment before replying. “What you say is true, and whatever this boy’s intentions in destroying the stone, we shall take advantage of the situation. As for you,” she stated, cold gaze passing over Salerea and Viera before weighing down finally on Seth. “It is the nature of our people to be merciful. So, you shall not be executed. Yet. However, I cannot allow you to run free without first knowing your character.” She paused, her eyes veiled in thought.

“I have a suggestion, your majesty,” Zala
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