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Chapter 1






Breakfast was disappointing. Will had woken
up late and when he finished dressing and came down, he discovered
Selene waiting for him at the dining table. She pointed at his
plate, which sat opposite hers at the table. He grimaced as he saw
the contents—poached eggs, toasted bread, and a sausage that
someone had sliced in half with the obvious intent to sear one
side.

The sausage and toast had both been burned,
and the eggs were a disaster. Properly done, a poached egg was a
neat, tidy little package, but these were a messy horror of
diaphanous whites that made them look like mutilated jellyfish.
Will sighed deeply.

“Sit down,” said Selene with a smile.
“Today—”

Will shook his head. “One second. I have to
straighten something out.” He headed for the kitchen, looking for
Blake Word.

Blake was their only servant, since Will had
been too stubborn to hire a proper staff as most noble families
did. The older man was a veteran and had previously served the king
as an assassin and a special operative. After Blake had gotten
older the king had reassigned him to serve as Selene’s chief
servant and bodyguard. When Will had married her, Blake had come
along as their butler of sorts.

Will had fought with him previously over
food. Blake had no natural talent for cooking, but he tried. Will
had discouraged him strenuously in the beginning and finally had
relented to teaching him instead. Blake had improved a good deal,
though it was unlikely he would ever meet the standards that
Arrogan had instilled in Will.

But today, it was as if the manservant had
regressed to his former incompetence.

He found Blake standing in the kitchen,
looking nervous. “Good morning, sir.”

Will’s eyes said it all, but his mouth had
lots of footnotes to add. “What possessed you this morning? Did you
forget how to cook a sausage? Were you distracted? Maybe senile
dementia has already set in?”

“Actually, sir, about that—”

Will held up one finger. “Don’t start making
excuses. We’ve been over this. If you’re too busy to cook, then
don’t. It isn’t fair to the food, and it isn’t fair to the
people who have to eat what you’ve ruined.” He took a deep breath,
then the image of the eggs came to mind. “And what the hell did you
do with the eggs? You haven’t screwed up a poached egg that badly
in months!”

Blake’s face went white and he held up one
hand, pointing in Will’s direction.

“What? You’re blaming me? Spit out what you
want to say.”

“Good morning, Your Highness!” said Blake
loudly. “William and I were just discussing the shopping I plan to
do later.”

Will turned and saw that Selene had entered
the kitchen behind him. She bore an odd expression on her face, as
though she’d been hurt by something but was doing her best to
contain it. It was a stark contrast to the cheerful smile she’d had
only a moment ago. He looked back at Blake, then at Selene once
more. Gradually, his brain caught up with the situation and he
realized his error.

Selene was wearing an apron, and Blake was
not. Oh, Holy Mother! Will felt the blood drain from his
face. She cooked for me.

Given her expression, it was all too clear
that she had heard what he had said. She turned away and went back
to the dining room. Will gave Blake a spiteful look, then hissed,
“Next time warn me!”

The manservant shrugged helplessly, then
mouthed the words, ‘Sorry, I couldn’t stop her.’

Selene returned and walked past them
quietly, two plates in her hands. She went to the kitchen door.

It was obvious what she meant to do. “Wait!”
called Will. “I haven’t eaten mine yet.”

She opened the door and dumped the contents
into the scrap bin, then returned put the plates down. Without
looking at Will, she told Blake, “I have a meeting at noon. I’ll be
heading into the city early. Get the carriage ready for me.”

“Selene, I’m sorry. I didn’t realize—”

She interrupted him, “William, we can talk
later. My stomach isn’t feeling well right now. I’ll be upstairs
changing. I’ll see you this evening.” With that, she left the
room.

Will knew she was angry. Selene only called
him ‘William’ on formal occasions, or when she was mad. As a result
of her royal upbringing, she was excellent at hiding her emotions,
but that was always a giveaway. And I certainly deserved it,
he thought.

Thinking back to the optimistic expression
she’d had on her face just a few minutes ago only made him feel
worse. Selene had returned several months ago, and now that summer
had arrived, Will looked forward to spending more time with her
without classes getting in the way, but lately it seemed he kept
putting the wrong foot forward.

The biggest issue between them lately had
been her training. She’d insisted they should move to the next
stage, but Will kept delaying. While Aislinn had claimed that
Selene was ready, he didn’t believe it. She’d brought Selene back
almost the moment the heart-stone enchantment was removed. It was
all too convenient. And if I get it wrong, she could
die.

He couldn’t imagine what that would be like.
He didn’t think he could live with himself if she died because of a
mistake on his part. Actually, he wasn’t sure he could survive even
if it was someone else’s fault. She was everything to him.

Rather than sulk, he went to the Alchemy
building to check on his latest batch of potions. Ever since the
near-disaster when Tiny and Janice had almost died, he had resolved
to never be caught unprepared again. He had long since converted
all the troll urine he’d obtained into regeneration potions, and he
now had thirty-four of the precious vials stored in the limnthal.
He’d also been disciplined in his manufacture of other potions. The
phosphorous he had liberated had been turned into more than two
hundred vials of alchemist’s fire, and he had produced nearly fifty
vials of Dragon’s Heart potions after several rounds of what he
called ‘vampire milking.’

As disgusting as the name sounded, it was
far nicer than the actual process of hydrating his imprisoned
vampire with fresh pig’s blood, then bleeding the monster for its
vital fluids. He had long since quit storing the foul creature in
the limnthal too. After perfecting his process of harvesting, he
had also obtained a large chest with solid iron sides to store the
vampire’s nearly dead body within until he needed it again. To
further increase the security of the setup he had put a ward in
place that would flood the chest with a simpler version of
Ethelgren’s light spell if someone opened the chest without using
the proper command word. The spell would destroy the vampire rather
than allow it to escape or be used for darker purposes.

The ward had been courtesy of Selene’s
assistance, as she was a far more accomplished spell caster. It had
been a frustrating project for her, though, since she wasn’t
allowed to do any magic herself. She had to teach Will and be
patient as he stumbled through the process. There had been several
cutting remarks regarding which of them was the actual apprentice
and who was the teacher.

At the Alchemy building, he found that his
latest batch of blood-cleanse potions were ready for decanting and
activation, so he set about his work. It was a tedious process, so
he found his mind wandering frequently, and when he looked around
the small lab, he remembered some of the wild events that had
happened there. He didn’t miss the events, but he did miss the
people.

Tiny had returned with Sir Kyle to
Barrowden, and the Nerrow family had left the capital and returned
to their estate which lay three days’ travel to the south. The
family’s ancestral dwelling was on the coast, and the closest
village was a small hamlet named Nettlehurst, which was slightly
smaller than the village Will had grown up in—or so he was told,
since he had never been there.

The departure of the Nerrow family had been
painful for him, although he’d done his best not to show them just
how deeply it had affected him; the weeks that they had shared his
home had been both stressful and wonderful. It had given him a
chance to get to know Tabitha, his younger sister, whose playful
side hid a warm and sometimes overly serious heart. It had also
given him time to adjust to his new relationship with Laina, who
continued to pretend to find him irritating while simultaneously
serving as his greatest defender whenever she felt their father
might be trying to push him away.

It had been a delicate balancing act, since
neither Agnes—their mother—nor Tabitha was aware of the fact that
Mark Nerrow was his father. Now that they were gone, the home he
shared with Selene seemed large and empty.

After finishing up with the potions, he went
to his favorite spot and ran through his daily spell practice. The
recent vampire disaster had underscored his need to improve his
skills as quickly as possible, for every time it seemed that they
were needed he found himself lacking in some way. No matter how
quickly he grew it was never enough and after seeing Linus
Ethelgren and Androv in action, he knew just how far he had to go
before he would be at their level.

Arrogan had told him that most wizards
needed a full century to mature and come into their power, although
they continued to improve even after that. He’d also mentioned that
most didn’t train the way Will did. When you expect to live several
hundred years, time loses some of its urgency.

He didn’t expect to become as well rounded
as a wizard with a century under his belt, but if he could at least
expand his repertoire and strengthen his abilities, he might be
better prepared the next time the world decided to come crashing
down on his head.

First, he ran through every spell he’d
learned, from the simplest to the most complex, preparing and
dismissing them each in turn. That list now included all the spells
in Arrogan’s old journal, plus a collection of force spells that he
hoped would give him more flexibility in different situations.
Force-walls, domes, half-walls, spheres, and even a traveling disk
that Arrogan had told him about. To that he had also added a small
selection of elemental spells, including the earth-and-air
travel-disk that Arrogan had used when he didn’t want to tie up his
force spell abilities.

The latest spell he had mastered was the
iron-body transformation, though it was still difficult and time
consuming for him to prepare. For the time being, it was definitely
a spell he would keep prepared since it was unlikely he would ever
manage to cast the spell in a high-pressure situation if he needed
it.

Once he had gone through all those spells,
he began practicing his other new additions. Although he had
returned Battling the Darkness to the school library, Master
Courtney had allowed him to retain the book long enough to copy out
the spells it contained. Although the relic, Ethelgren’s
Exhortation, had been destroyed, many of the spell effects that it
had been able to produce were based on spells that Ethelgren had
created.

Some of the most useful, at least in Will’s
opinion, were the simplest, such as the illusory chime spell. The
spell was named so because it produced several different chime
tones that only the caster could hear, and they communicated
whether someone nearby was using a chameleon spell or similar means
of hiding, as well as the direction of the detected person. He also
favored the silver-sword spell and the cloak-of-light spells, as
well as Ethelgren’s favored attack spell, light-darts.

The cloak-of-light spell was only useful
against vampires, but the silver-sword spell greatly enhanced the
cutting and destructive power of any bladed weapon it was cast
upon. The light-darts spell was similar to a force-lance, except
that it had several options to increase its flexibility. For one,
it was tuned such that it was effective against both demons and
daylight-sensitive monsters like vampires; for another, it could be
altered on the fly to fire up to five missiles at once. The spell
had two main drawbacks, as far as Will could see: One, it wasn’t a
force spell, so even if he eventually learned to reflex cast it, it
would never be quite as quick to cast as his force-lance, and two,
despite being tailored for demons and vampires, the spell could
still kill humans. It wasn’t quite as devastating as the fist-sized
hole a force-lance ripped through a body, but it still burned a
finger-sized hole through flesh, which was lethal enough, depending
on where it hit.

In the end, Will’s main reason for
practicing the light-darts spell was because of its range. Being an
elemental type spell, it didn’t require more turyn to use over long
distances, and since the attack was a type of light, it reached its
target near instantaneously, even if it wasn’t a force effect. With
a force-lance he was limited to forty yards at best, and at that
range he could only cast it a few times before being exhausted, due
to the exponential increase in turyn cost, but with Ethelgren’s
light-darts spell, he could potentially strike a target up to two
hundred yards distant, if his aim was good enough.

From what Laina had told him, fire-bolts
were limited to just under a hundred yards before they began to
fizzle. That meant the light-darts might give him a significant
advantage in a long-distance battle, if he could hit the
target. He had soon discovered that hitting a man-sized object at
two hundred yards wasn’t easy.

To practice his marksmanship, he went to a
special range that had only recently been set up. Will’s early
efforts, even with the less destructive light-darts, had been too
much for the landscaping, so he had approached several of the
instructors about the possibility of setting up a range where
students could practice. In years past, the idea would have been
unthinkable, but since the vampire incidents, the school’s policies
regarding the teaching of battle magics had loosened up. Quite a
few students were now interested in practicing their skills using a
variety of ranged elemental attacks.

The range itself had been set up at the
northern edge of the campus, where the school’s wall merged with
the larger city wall. The wall served as the ultimate backstop, but
a broad earthen mound had been raised in front of it to prevent
missed shots from damaging the stonework. Wooden targets of various
shapes and sizes stoon in front of the berm, and replaced often, as
repeated shots inevitably destroyed them. There was no shortage of
scrap wood in Cerria these days, not since Ethelgren’s interrupted
ritual had destroyed a small portion of the city.

Today the range was deserted, so Will began
putting holes in targets at a variety of ranges. The light-darts
spell took him roughly two seconds to prepare each time, but it was
simple enough that he figured he could get the time down to a
second, at least until he reached the point where he could reflex
cast it.

There were several spells he would love to
be able to reflex cast: the iron-body transformation, the
light-darts spell, and the force-dome spell were at the top of his
list. Currently, he was practicing so many different spells each
day that he really wasn’t sure where his next breakthrough would
be. But for now, I need to focus on improving my accuracy,
he reminded himself.

He practiced for several hours, but he
didn’t feel like he had really improved. At a hundred yards he
could hit a man-sized target about three times out of four; at two
hundred it was about fifty percent of the time, and that just
didn’t feel good enough. Footsteps alerted him to someone’s
approach, and he turned to see Elizabeth Sundy walking toward
him.

“Scholar Sundy,” he said, giving a
deferential nod. It was the first time he had seen her since the
night she had helped him with the ritual to purge the city of
vampires, and he noticed that she now had a water elemental
hovering over her shoulder. “Congratulations on your
elemental.”

She smiled faintly. “I see I’m not the only
one who thought it might be a good idea to get some practice
in.”

“Should a researcher be worried about battle
magic?” he asked.

“After what we went through I’ll never be
able to sleep without knowing I can defend myself.”

He nodded. “It helps that you have an
elemental now. You don’t have to shorten your life to practice new
skills.”

Elizabeth glanced around, making sure they
were still alone. “I don’t intend to keep it. When I get older,
I’ll release it.”

Will raised one brow. “Master Courtney told
you?”

She nodded. “Even more importantly, if you
could help us understand how you became the way you are, it would
be easier to get rid of the elementals.” Looking down the range,
she sighted on a target and unleashed a fire bolt.

“Wouldn’t a water attack be simpler since
you have a water elemental?” he asked.

Elizabeth shrugged. “For the elemental, but
the turyn that it gives me is converted to my natural turyn mixture
by the heart-stone enchantment. I actually lean a little bit more
toward fire, so fire spells are easier.”

That wasn’t something he had really thought
about before, but it made sense, so Will filed it away along with
all the other random information he had learned about magic and
spellcraft. The sun was starting to get low in the sky, so he
decided it would be good to return home. It was time to face the
music. “I need to be going,” he told Elizabeth. “Good luck with
your practice.”


Chapter 2






Will had given himself enough time to start
cooking, but when he arrived home, he could already smell something
on the stove. Feeling wary, he stepped in the front door only to be
greeted by Blake. “Her Highness is upstairs in the study.”

“Are you cooking?”

Blake pressed his lips together, a worried
expression on his face. “That’s Jeremy, the new cook.”

He gaped at Blake. “You hired a cook?”

The man’s eyes went toward the stairs and
then up in the direction of the study. “It wasn’t my decision,
sir.”

“Oh.” Will finally understood. This is
how she wants to punish me. He had come in feeling regretful,
but now he was already shifting to annoyance. Hiring a cook was a
disproportionate reaction to his behavior that morning. “I guess
I’ll go up and discuss matters with her then.”

“As you wish, sir,” said Blake neutrally,
though his face conveyed a subtle warning.

Will didn’t care. He marched up the stairs
and went to the study. The door was already open, and Selene was
sitting at the desk penning a letter with her flawlessly elegant
script. He felt a faint sense of envy every time he saw it. After
two years of struggling at Wurthaven, his own handwriting was just
barely legible.

Selene glanced up at him, then held up a
finger. She reached for the sand and sprinkled a portion over the
page, then lifted it and poured it back into the box. Eyeing the
page, she decided it was acceptable and then set it aside in a tray
to finish drying. With that done, she capped her ink bottle and put
away her pen. Once things had been tidied up, she gave him her full
attention. “Ready to talk?”

Will pulled up the other chair and sat down.
“Already done with your correspondence?”

She pursed her lips, then replied, “No. I
have quite a few more to pen, but you’re more important than
that.”

That put him back on his heels. He hadn’t
had many arguments with Selene, but soon after her return he had
quickly figured out he was outmatched. She never fought while she
was actually angry, as she had been that morning. Instead, she
would set her feelings aside and return to the battle later, after
she had consolidated her arguments. It probably had something to do
with her strange upbringing, but Will never knew how to deal with
it. At the moment she was cool and reasonable, leaving him at a
loss for how to approach the subject. “About this morning, I had no
idea you wanted to cook. If I had known—”

“You’d what? Pretend to like the food?” She
lifted one brow. “I don’t want false praise.”

“Even so, what I said was too much.”

“You think my feelings were hurt because you
insulted the food?”

He nodded.

Selene covered her face with both hands.

“Hiring a cook was a little over the top,
though,” added Will.

Her fingers opened and she stared at him
through them. “I’m not angry about what you said about the food. I
was angry because of what you said to Blake.”

Will frowned. “Huh?”

“Would you like to know the easiest way to
judge a nobleman? Watch how he treats his servants. What I saw this
morning was ugly. It made me so sick I wanted to empty my stomach.
How could you talk to him like that?”

He tilted his head to one side. “That’s just
how we talk. Blake’s a friend.”

“I’ve never seen you talk to anyone else
like that. Certainly not your other friends.”

His jaw dropped. Thinking back on it, he
realized that if one were to actually look at the words he had
used, they were pretty harsh. But his relationship with Blake was
different somehow, though he couldn’t put his finger on it. His
mouth went with the first thing that popped into his head. “He was
in the army.”

“He isn’t in the army now. He’s your
employee.”

Agitated, Will got out of the chair and
began to pace. “I eat with Blake. While you were gone, we
lived together like two bachelors. I don’t treat him like a
servant. Even Tiny commented on it while he was here. You think I
abuse him? Is that what you’re saying?”

“I’ve never felt that way before, but after
what I saw this morning…”

It was Will’s turn to cover his face with
both hands. He took a moment to carefully put his thoughts
together. “I think I can explain,” he said at last. “Blake isn’t a
cook. I never asked him to cook, but he took it on himself a few
times, and even ignored my requests when I told him not to. As a
result, it got to be sort of a running game between us, and then
later he asked me to teach him. In return he’s been helping me with
my swordsmanship.”

She stared at him suspiciously. “You were
angry this morning.”

He sighed. “Well, that’s true. I was just
shocked. He cooks better than that. I was looking forward to making
breakfast, and then when I saw what was on your plate, I did
overreact.”

Selene nodded. “Maybe I did as well. Blake
told me much the same thing you just did.” Rising from her chair,
she rounded the desk and moved to give him a hug. After a few
seconds, she pushed herself away so she could study his eyes. “What
you might not realize is how things were for me when I was growing
up.”

Lognion. Will hadn’t considered that
angle, and he certainly wouldn’t doubt the man was capable of every
sort of cruelty. “Did your father mistreat the servants?”

“Surprisingly, no,” she answered. “He always
believed in treating them well, except for instances where
punishment needed to be meted out. No, what I meant was his
treatment of my friends. When I was small, I played with some of
the servants’ children.”

“What happened?”

“I snuck into his office one day. I wanted
to borrow some paper to play with. I was only seven at the time,
and I accidentally knocked over the inkwell, spoiling a number of
important documents. When Father found out I was playing with the
daughter of one of the washerwomen, he confronted me about it, and
I lied.”

Will winced. He had firsthand experience
with how Lognion reacted to lies.

“He wouldn’t punish me directly, though,”
said Selene. “Instead, he had Lena whipped in my place—while I
watched.”

“I’m so sorry. That’s awful,” exclaimed
Will.

“It was a long time ago. I’m well past it
now, but things like this morning, watching you berate Blake for
what I cooked...”

He scratched his head sheepishly. “I feel
like a real jerk now.”

“Let’s forget about this morning,” she
suggested. “There’s something else I’d like to talk about.”

Will’s stomach tightened. He already knew
the topic she wanted to address. “Maybe we should get to that
another day.”

Her eyes hardened. “You’ve said that dozens
of times now. I’ve been back for months and nothing has changed.
You’re done with school for the summer. If we miss this chance, we
might not have the time to try again later.”

“What do you think might happen?” he asked,
frowning.

“Anything!” she exclaimed. “I’ve been a
royal my entire life. There’s always something that demands
attention. I’ve learned not to squander my opportunities.”

“I think we need more time.”

“You think I need more time, or you
think you need more time?” she said pointedly.

He rubbed his face reflexively, then stared
at her for a moment before admitting, “I’m scared.”

“I’m the one who has to suffer,” she
countered. “Why should you be afraid?”

“Because you’re the one who has to suffer,”
he said, emphasizing the point. “I can take anything but that, and
I don’t want to consider what might happen if you don’t—” He
stopped, unable to continue.

Selene grabbed his collar and pulled his
face closer before planting a heavy kiss on his lips. She released
him and replied, “I’m not going to die. You said yourself that my
chances are good.”

“Maybe in a few weeks,” he said
hesitantly.

“I’m sick of waiting. Now.”

“No.”

“You’ll say the same in a few weeks. You
have a choice to make. Teach me or let me go.”

Will’s eyes widened. “What does that
mean?”

“What it sounds like. I’m not going to let
you watch me get old and die before you even get started on your
long life. If you want me as your wife, help me, so that I can be
there with you for as many centuries as you’re blessed to
live.”

“You’re already my wife.”

Her face darkened. “And I’m glad to have you
for a husband, but that could change if you aren’t willing to bring
me with you into your future.”

“But…”

She held out her hands. “A few decades, or a
few centuries? I know which I would prefer. And if things go wrong,
you’re still young enough to find love again.” Her voice was cool
and rational.

He closed his eyes. “So be it.”

Her arms went around him, but after a few
seconds she pulled his head back to look at his face. “You’re
shaking! What’s wrong?”

“I told you I’m scared,” he answered
angrily. “You’re old for this and I’m not experienced. You may
think I could start over without you, but I couldn’t. After
everything else I’ve been through, losing you would be the death of
me.”

She kissed him again, and nothing more was
said for a short while, then he tried to pull away. “I should get
the stove ready.”

Selene held onto his hand. “Jeremy is
cooking.” There was a mischievous smile on her lips, and she
glanced out the door in the direction of their bedroom. Will
understood her meaning immediately.

Later, after they had risen, eaten, and
retired again, Will left her alone and went to the study by
himself. He closed the door and activated the limnthal. “Selene’s
impatient.”

Arrogan picked up his meaning. “It has been
a while.”

“You made me wait a year or more.”

“Her case is different,” said his
grandfather. “She’s well past the proper age, and she’s already an
accomplished practitioner. I don’t think waiting will improve
things.”

“Can I really do this?” asked Will.

“You? Definitely, your part is easy.
You just put the spell on her and watch her suffer. When it gets to
the really bad part, you’ll have to restrain her, as I did with
you. The real problem is that you can only paralyze her, no
more.”

“What do you mean?”

“Remember me telling you that masters who
taught their apprentices some magic early on sometimes took decades
to train them through the first stage of turyn control?”

The thought of that horrified him. “Is that
going to happen here?”

“Selene knows very well how to use her
turyn. Once it starts to put pressure on her, to hurt, she’s going
to want to vent some of it. Eventually she’s almost guaranteed to
start using spells, and that will set her back to square one.
She’ll never learn to compress her source if she gives in to the
impulse to use magic. You can use a source-link to paralyze her,
but you can’t separate her from her source, otherwise she won’t be
able to learn to control it.”

“But if she can touch her source, she’ll be
able to use spells,” muttered Will.

“Exactly,” said the ring. “That’s why it’s
so hard after they know how to use magic. You can’t stop
them, or they won’t learn, but at the same time, they almost can’t
help themselves once they feel as though they’re going to die from
the turyn building up within them.”

Will still vividly remembered the sensation,
locked inside his body while it felt as though his flesh was on
fire. The pressure had gotten so great that he was sure he was
about to die at any moment. If he had known how to cast a spell of
any kind, he would have started doing so compulsively to lessen the
pressure. Imagining Selene going through that torment bothered him
immensely.

“One thing in your favor,” said Arrogan. “If
she’s strong-willed enough to nearly kill herself fighting her
father’s control through the heart-stone enchantment, then she
ought to be strong enough to hold out long enough to learn
this.”

“I hope so,” said Will. “What do I need to
do first?”

“You already know the spells. The only thing
left is to make sure she isn’t pregnant.”

“Excuse me?”

“I didn’t have to worry about that with you,
but make sure you remember it for all future female students,”
added Arrogan.

“I didn’t mishear you then.”

“No. It’s another benefit to younger
apprentices. They’re less likely to be married, or otherwise
engaged in activities of that sort. Remember how sick you were
after you first compressed your source?”

“I do.” Will had been weak and lethargic for
nearly a month until his body had learned to adapt to the lack of
turyn coming from his source. It wasn’t until later that he’d
learned that he was actually beginning to absorb environmental
turyn to make up for the missing energy. “Will she be able to have
children later?”

“Think about that for a minute, then explain
to me why you’re such an idiot.”

He wanted to smack himself. “Aislinn was
your teacher, and you had children much later.”

“Exactly. Once her body adjusts to whatever
level she eventually reaches, everything will be fine, but until
then, it’s important she does not get pregnant or she’s almost
certain to miscarry.”

“So how do I check?” asked Will, feeling
suddenly nervous. His grandmother’s previous injunction against
them being intimate suddenly made sense. Before she had gone into
hiding with Aislinn, Selene had used a spell to prevent pregnancy,
but during the months since her return, they had been
enthusiastically making up for lost time. And she hasn’t been
allowed to use spells.

“There’s a spell for it. Perhaps you can get
that doctor who keeps stitching you up to teach it to you.”


Chapter 3






The next morning Will woke early, intending
to make a quick visit to see Doctor Morris, but before he could
escape the bedroom Selene opened one eye. “Are you trying to sneak
off?”

Will froze with his hand on the door handle.
“No. I just wanted to take care of an errand before you woke.”

Her other eye joined the first in
wakefulness. “What errand?”

For some reason, he had hoped to avoid the
conversation. In his mind he had envisioned himself simply getting
a quick explanation of the spell and then returning to cast it
surreptitiously on Selene before beginning the compression of her
source. It had been a foolish thought. “I need to learn a spell to
see if you’re… uh…”

“If I’m what?”

He’d been around any number of pregnant
women when he was growing up, and had even helped his mother
deliver a few babies, but for some reason with Selene he felt
intensely embarrassed. “If you’re with child.”

“With child—are you asking if I’m
pregnant?”

He nodded.

“I’m not,” she said confidently. “You could
have just asked me. I can even teach you the spell if you want to
check for yourself.”

“Oh.” Feeling foolish, he waited for her to
rise and then went to the study with her where Selene wrote out the
spell. It wasn’t too difficult, being about third-order if he had
to guess. With a few minutes of study, he constructed the spell and
tried it out and saw a flash of yellow light around his wife,
indicating she wasn’t pregnant. Green would have been the color if
she were with child, followed by a pink or blue flash to indicate
the child’s gender if the pregnancy had gone past the first two
months.

“Told you,” she said smugly.

“I had to be sure.”

“Is it dangerous for an unborn child?”

He nodded. “It’s dangerous for you. A
baby wouldn’t survive if you were carrying one. How did you know
you weren’t pregnant?”

“We’ve been careful,” she said, her voice
changing slightly. “Plus, I’m sure I would have noticed some
changes. Call it a woman’s intuition.”

Will frowned at her. Something was off. “We
haven’t been that careful, and since you haven’t been
allowed to use spells you haven’t been using the prophylaxis
spell.”

She smiled. “I guess we got lucky.”

“You aren’t hiding anything, are you?” he
asked.

“You don’t trust me?” she asked
innocently.

“Of course I do, but that doesn’t mean you
aren’t telling a white lie.”

She winked at him. “Trust is like clothing…”
Will winced at the words, for his friends had been teasing him
about his attempt at a wise metaphor ever since the vampire
incident. Selene went on, loosening the front of her robe, “Perhaps
you’d like me to surrender my clothing? Would that help?”

Will chuckled. “Fine, you win.”

“Can we start now?”

“I had planned on eating breakfast,
but—”

“But what?”

He shrugged. “You’re not going to be hungry
afterward. It might be better to have an empty stomach, although I
would definitely make sure you take care of any other morning
business before we start.”

“Is this so bad I won’t be able to pee?”

“Not exactly, but it would be best to be as
comfortable as possible before we start. You won’t be comfortable
again for quite some time.”

“How long?”

“For me it was an afternoon and most of a
night in misery. After that, I just felt awful for a month or
so.”

Selene headed for the door. “I’ll be right
back then.”

Will sat down behind the desk, and while he
waited, he formed the source-cage spell that would force Selene to
halve her turyn production—or eventually kill her if she failed to
do so. The scary part was that the final outcome was impossible to
know until it occurred.

Arrogan had described it to him from a
teacher’s perspective. “Most apprentices struggle for half a day
or more, right up to the point that they’re on the verge of
expiring. At the end, if you’re connected to them, you’ll feel
their turyn drop, but that still doesn’t mean they’ve succeeded.
You have to wait, because the same thing happens if they’re
dying—their turyn production drops, and then keeps dropping. Even
if you release them at that point, they’ll die. It’s too late.
You’ll only know they’ve succeeded when they’ve survived a few
hours like that.”

“I’m ready!” Will looked up to see Selene
had returned. Taking a deep breath, he rose from the chair and
crossed the room to stand in front of her. The expression on her
face was hopeful.

“You’re sure about this?”

“Just do it already!”

With a thought, Will caught Selene with a
source-link, then lifted the already prepared source-cage spell and
pushed it into her chest. Connected to both the spell construct and
her source, he guided one to the other and felt it slide into
place. Her eyes met his, and a smile formed on her lips.

Then he squeezed, closing his fist and
clamping down on her source at the same time. At the same time, he
saw the discomfort reflected in her features. Selene’s smile
vanished. “It feels tight,” she remarked.

He nodded, adjusting the source-cage to fit
around the changes he had made. Then he released the link and
exhaled. “Look at your ring.”

“The glow is dimmer.”

“I’ve reduced the amount of turyn your body
can hold. Basically, everything your source produces is trapped
within the source-cage. You have to learn two things. One, you have
to restrict your source so that you only produce an amount of turyn
that keeps that smaller space filled, and two, you have to learn to
survive on that greatly reduced amount of turyn.”

Selene nodded. “It doesn’t seem too bad, so
far. It just feels weird.”

“Clamping down on your source is the hard
part, and that’s what you have to do first. Learning to live on
half the turyn is the slow, miserable part that takes a month or
so,” he explained.

“I can do this,” she declared.

“No matter what, don’t cast any spells. If
you allow yourself to release turyn that way, you won’t learn. You
have to push yourself to the limit. It’s going to feel like you’re
dying.” He went back to the desk and sat down, then opened a
book.

“What are you doing now?”

He glanced up. “I’m going to read this book
you recommended on ward theory.”

“That’s it?”

Will shrugged. “It will take a little while
for your problems to start, and after that neither of us will get
any peace. It also didn’t seem fair for me to practice spells in
front of you, since you can’t do the same, so I figured I’d read
until you start panicking.”

Selene gave him a lopsided grin. “Panicking?
I don’t panic.”

“Sure,” said Will, then returned his eyes to
the page.

Her hands came down on the edge of the desk
as she leaned closer. “No, really. I don’t panic. Have you ever
seen me panic? I’m always calm.”

You were a little out of control when
your father tried to make you kill me, thought Will, but he
didn’t think that was a fair comment. “I believe you,” he replied
instead.

She frowned. “You don’t sound like it.”

“I do, honestly,” he responded, but her
disbelief in his belief already had him fighting to keep the smirk
out of his voice, which undermined his statement.

“You’ll see.”

“I wasn’t arguing with you,” he told her.
“I’m on your side.”

She growled and left. Will struggled to
focus on the rather boring subject of wards, which he found rather
dry and uninspired. Most of the text dealt with decay times and the
methods for calculating how long a given ward could be expected to
last, which apparently was a function of design, complexity, and
the initial turyn investment. Thirty minutes later and he was into
the first simple examples, which showed how to calculate the
expected survival time, when Selene returned.

“My skin feels funny,” she announced.

He nodded.

“Is it supposed to feel like that?”

“It gets worse.”

“What do I do about it?”

“Find a way to stop producing so much
turyn.”

Her eyes narrowed. “Smartass.” She left
again.

Will returned to his reading, fighting
against incipient drowsiness even though he hadn’t been up very
long. I should read this at night before bed, he noted
wryly. An hour went by, and he began hearing odd noises outside the
study. Rising from his seat, he went and looked out the door, where
he saw that Selene was vigorously cleaning the banister on the
stairs.

She was wearing one of her plain dresses and
had tied her hair back, so it was apparent that she meant business
as she worked her way industriously from the bottom to the top,
polishing every part of the wood. Will could see that she was
working up a sweat.

He returned to the book and tried not to
think about how she must be feeling, but he couldn’t focus.
Activating the limnthal, he announced, “She’s to the point where
she’s trying to exhaust herself.”

“So the fun is just beginning,” said
Arrogan.

“Should I go ahead and paralyze her?”

“Wait until she starts to panic or act
irrational. Doing so now will just make her extra angry.”

That seemed reasonable. “Well, one thing I
won’t do is ignore her,” said Will. “That’s what you did with me
and it was terrifying. I thought you were just waiting for me to
die.”

“So wise for one so young,” said Arrogan
sarcastically. “What do you intend to do instead?”

“I’ll stay with her and talk to her in a
soothing voice.”

“I’m sure that would have worked well with
you,” said the ring.

“It’s better than leaving me lying there
like a piece of wood while you go about your business,” replied
Will angrily.

“Really? Let’s think this through. Imagine
you’re back there again, burning up inside, panicking, and now
you’re paralyzed and can’t do anything. Meanwhile, I’m sitting
beside you, a compassionate look on my face, talking to you in a
calm, soothing voice. ‘Don’t worry, Will. It will be better soon.
Trust me, Will. The pain is just a gateway to a new life.’”

Will grimaced. “All right, you’ve made your
point. That sounds horrifyingly creepy.”

“This is all for the best, Will. It won’t
hurt forever,” continued Arrogan in a saccharine tone.

Will shivered. “Enough. You’re going to give
me nightmares.”

Selene’s head popped around the edge of the
door. “Has anyone cleaned the roof lately? I think I saw some dead
leaves up there yesterday.”

Their roof had a steep pitch and it was made
of slate, which meant it rarely needed cleaning. When it did, Will
usually just used a spell, rather than risk someone climbing up,
which could damage the slates—or the climber. “I’ll take care of
it,” he told her. “You don’t need to be climbing up there.”

Her face was flushed and damp with sweat. “I
don’t mind. I need to do something anyway. I can’t sit still.”

“Pick something else.”

“I’ll wash the floors.”

“You mean mop the floors, right?”

She shook her head. “No. I’ll get a rag and
a bucket so I can go over them more thoroughly.”

Will had gotten into the habit of using
Selene’s Solution, the spell she had created, to clean various
rooms every day, so he knew quite well how clean the floors were.
“I don’t think that’s necessary. I just—”

“They’re dirty!” she hissed, and then she
disappeared.

Will started to get up and follow her.
“She’s lost her mind,” he muttered.

“Don’t chase her,” advised Arrogan. “When
she gets truly desperate, she’ll come back to you. I don’t think it
will be much longer.”

His prediction turned out to be spot on.
Twenty minutes later, Will heard a crash and a bang. Running down
the stairs, he found Selene in the entry hall. The pail had been
turned over, or perhaps flung, since it was some ten feet away.
Water was everywhere, and Selene’s face was red and flushed with
tears of frustration when she looked up at him. “I can’t do it,
Will. I’ve been trying. I know this isn’t helping, but nothing else
is working either. I can’t control it.”

He gave her a sad look. “This is just the
start. You still have hours to go before you reach the end.”

Her eyes widened. “I’m dying, Will. If it is
going to take much longer, I won’t make it. I can’t!” She jumped to
her feet, face frantic.

Will caught her with a source-link and
quickly paralyzed her, then he caught her in his arms as she
started to fall. Lifting her carefully, he made his way up the
stairs and took her to the bedroom where he laid her gently on the
bed. The sight of her terrified eyes rolling back and forth as she
silently pleaded with him almost undid him. He kept his gaze away
from her face after that. For the first time, he understood why
Arrogan had seemed so cold and uncaring when Will had gone through
the same thing.

It wasn’t that he didn’t care enough to
look at me; he couldn’t bear to see the fear in my eyes. He knew
what I was going through, Will realized. Everything made more
sense now that he was on the other side of the process. He walked
to the other side of the room, where he couldn’t see her face,
where she couldn’t see him, and took a seat.

Selene might think he had left her, but he
was only a few feet away. There was no question about reading at
this point. He was sick with fear. With the source-link active, he
could sense her terror, her pain, and her rage. It was an
instinctive sort of anger. Every instinct was telling her that she
was on the verge of death, and despite it all, he had paralyzed her
and refused to free her so she could live. It was an awful
experience, no matter which side of the student-teacher
relationship you were on.

Another hour passed, and he wondered how
much more he could endure. It took me most of the night, so this
could go on for hours and hours. He wanted to pull his hair out
with frustration. Unable to stop himself, Will moved a little so he
could see her face again. Tears were streaming from her eyes. The
noise of his movement caused her to open them, and one eye fixed on
him, burning with anger.

He went back to his seat. “You have to
imagine squeezing it. It’s sort of like making a fist. No, that’s
not quite it either.” He thought about it for a moment. “The
feeling is a little like when you have to poop, and you clench up
at the end.” Shut up, Will, he told himself. She’s
already pissed, no need to make her think you’re stupid
too.

Will chewed his lip nervously. If she
dies, I’ll never forgive myself. He was staring at the floor,
but then he saw a flash of turyn as a spell came together then
expanded to fill the room. He recognized it immediately, Selene’s
Solution. “No!” he yelped, standing up quickly. He released the
source-link, and a few seconds later, Selene began to move. “Why?
You can’t learn if you use magic!”

“I was dying!” she shouted back. “How could
you do that to me? Do you know how terrified I was?”

“Yes! I’ve been through it. Damn it. This
ruins everything!”

“Well, forgive me for not dying!”

Will sat back down and covered his face,
trying to get control of himself. Yelling wouldn’t help matters. A
second later, the door slammed, and when he looked up, she was
gone.


Chapter 4






Things were distinctly frosty between Will
and Selene the rest of the day. When he saw her again that evening,
it was only at the dinner table. She declined to speak, aside from
basic necessities, and afterward Will found an excuse to leave and
do some nighttime spell practice. He didn’t return until after
their usual bedtime, and rather than enter the bedroom he elected
to use a couch in the downstairs parlor.

It took him forever to fall asleep, but not
long after he had, he woke with a start. Someone loomed over him in
the darkness. Selene’s expression was a thoroughly undignified
mixture of distress and sorrow.

“Is it this bad?” she asked quietly.

Rubbing his eyes, he sat up. “I didn’t want
to make things worse.”

“Come to bed.” She started for the stairs,
and he quickly followed. Neither spoke as he undressed and climbed
into his side of the giant four-poster, but just a few minutes
after he lay down Selene’s hand snaked over to find his beneath the
sheets.

His heart unclenched, and they both slept
peacefully from that point on. The next day, they tried again, and
failed even sooner. They didn’t fight about it after that, but
Selene seemed desperate and insisted on trying every day for the
rest of the week. Though she didn’t vent her frustration on him,
Will could tell she was close to a mental breakdown as each day’s
failure weighed more heavily upon her.

After the fourth day, he took a walk and
used the privacy to talk to Arrogan. “I was afraid of this,” said
the ring.

“She just can’t do it,” said Will. “If
anything, she’s doing worse each time.”

“Now you understand why I put you through it
before allowing you to learn how to use magic.”

“You said others taught their apprentices
spells first, but they somehow managed to get them through the
first compression. How did they do it?” asked Will.

“It’s a completely different technique, and
it can take years just for the first compression. The second takes
even longer, and as far as I know none of them ever made it to the
third compression,” his mentor explained.

“Why does it take so long?”

“It’s the opposite of how you did it. Rather
than force the shift in a single go, you train the student to
absorb turyn and subsist without turyn from their source gradually.
So, instead of using a source-cage, you link to them, forcibly
compress their source for them, and then drain their turyn. The
teacher keeps the apprentice in a state of relative turyn
starvation for a period of hours each day, forcing their body to
adapt. As you remember, it took you roughly a month to adapt after
compressing your own source, but since this method is intermittent
it can take the student several years, and then they still
have to learn how to compress their own source independently.
Without the stress and fear produced by the method you went
through, that can take many more years.”

“How many years are we discussing?” asked
Will.

“Seven or eight to complete the first
compression, and probably more to get through the second. She could
be forty before she reaches second-order.”

Losing twenty years of time meant Selene
would also age significantly during that period, while Will
remained relatively young. And she would never make third-order, so
her lifespan would at best be less than half of his own. Will
groaned.

Arrogan went on, “The plus side is that the
method is perfectly safe, at least for the first compression. No
one ever dies that way.”

“How many died using the method I went
through?”

“In the early days, probably ten or twenty
percent. But after they started using the candle spell to help
apprentices to understand their inner turyn first, the death rate
dropped to less than one or two in a hundred. The second
compression was still relatively risky, at around ten percent
dying, and very few attempted the third compression.”

“Why? Just because of fear?”

“Well, most wizards were first-order, and
the second-order wizards were a small minority. It depended a lot
on who your teacher was. If you were a first-order wizard, you were
unlikely to push your student to surpass you by getting them to the
second-order, and the same held true for second-order wizards. You
were lucky to have me as your master, since only a third-order
wizard would be likely to push you to attempt it.”

In the past, Will might have taken that
statement as a bit of arrogance on his teacher’s part, but it was
simple truth now that he understood things better. “This isn’t just
about Selene, Grandfather. It’s about the future of wizardry. If
I’m going to find a way to break Terabinia of its addiction to
sorcery, I’m going to have to be able to train a lot of new
wizards. I can’t afford to waste all the wizards who’ve already
been trained and taught. I need a way to help them as well. A way
that doesn’t take twenty years.”

Arrogan’s tone was harsh. “You should forget
about the ones that already graduated from Wurthaven. They’re all
bound by Lognion’s graduation seal. You couldn’t trust them.
He could use it to turn them against you at any point. Or he could
use the enchantment to force them to tell him the secrets of your
training. As you well know, it can make them do
anything.”

Will vividly remembered the day that Lognion
had ordered Selene to kill him. Resisting the command would have
killed her if Count Spry hadn’t killed Will and thus invalidated
the order. The strength of will required to resist the enchantment
meant being willing to endure soul-rending pain and a horrific
death. It was almost certainly worse than the pain, fear, and sheer
panic that Will had endured to achieve his first compression.

His eyes went wide. “That’s it!”

“What?”

“You said the problem is that once a student
learns to use magic it’s impossible to make them not use it
to save themselves when they’re trying to compress their source.
But there is a way to do it.”

Arrogan sounded confused. “What are you
babbling about?”

“The heart-stone enchantment.”

The old man understood immediately.
“No!”

“You know how to construct it, don’t you?”
said Will.

“That’s beside the point. It’s evil. Even if
I trusted you to use it and release someone afterward, once the
knowledge gets out, other people won’t be so principled. I’ve seen
it before.”

“I won’t teach anyone else,” Will promised.
“Just Selene and the first group of students, those who are too far
along, who’ve already begun using magic. People like Janice.”

“No.”

Will frowned. “You won’t even discuss
it?”

Arrogan sounded angry. “You know what I did
to eradicate that knowledge! I killed a lot of assholes, sure, but
some of them were my friends! There’s no way in hell I’ll willingly
bring that knowledge back in to the world.”

“It’s still in the world. Lognion knows it,”
Will pointed out.

“And you’ve sworn to kill him. Something you
might think about expediting, now that we’re on the topic.”

“I will, when the time is right. Currently
we need him to keep Terabinia stable. Overthrowing him while Darrow
is waiting for an opportunity to invade would be asking for
trouble.”

“It’s never convenient,” growled Arrogan.
“It was the same in my day. They all kept finding excuses to keep
their elementals. It was never a good time. Don’t make me regret
training you, William.”

“It’s the only way I can train Selene!”

“Then too bad!”

“Don’t you want us to be happy?”

“Not if it means unleashing that evil on the
world again. Your happiness isn’t worth that.”

“It’s still out there.”

“Then go kill the king as you promised!”

Will paused. “If you won’t teach me, I could
ask Lognion.”

“Are you being serious, or are you just
trying to piss me off? Think carefully before you answer.”

“Why?”

“Just answer the damned question!” yelled
Arrogan.

Will replied through clenched teeth. “I’m
dead serious.”

Arrogan’s answer came not in words, but as a
surge from the ring as he rushed out to invade Will’s body. Will
caught him at the start, and he wrestled with the old man.
Arrogan’s will was impossibly strong, stronger than Ethelgren’s had
been, and if he had been caught off-guard, Will would almost
certainly have lost.

But it was his body. He had the high ground,
and his will was just enough to keep his grandfather from taking
control. Forcing the old man’s soul back into the ring, he
dismissed the limnthal.

The fight was over, for unlike Ethelgren’s
relic, the Ring of Vile and Unspeakable Knowledge was tied to his
limnthal. If the limnthal wasn’t active, Arrogan wasn’t conscious.
Will sighed, feeling a sense of deep regret, then he removed the
ring and dropped it into his pocket. The limnthal was too handy to
stop using, so it was easier to give up the ring, at least for the
time being.

Hopefully, he’ll understand when this is all
over.

Since he was already out walking, he turned
his steps in the direction of the palace. He’d made up his
mind.






***






“My Son, it is always good to see you,”
enthused Lognion without taking his eyes from the roses he was
trimming.

They were in a small, private garden in the
rear courtyard behind the palace. The footman had brought Will
straight there after he had requested an audience. He had been
surprised to find Selene’s father wearing sturdy work clothes and
heavy leather gloves. The monarch appeared to be sincerely working
on the garden. “I didn’t expect this,” said Will honestly, ignoring
the king’s excessive good humor.

Lognion turned and smiled faintly. “Just
because I find it entertaining to torture people doesn’t mean I
don’t have other hobbies, William. Try not to be so closed minded.
The world is not nearly as simple as you suppose.”

“I just never imagined you as a
gardener.”

“I find the exercise profitable for both
body and mind, and I rather enjoy bringing order from the natural
state of chaos present in growing plants. Leave them to themselves
and they run riot, until the weeds choke them out, and then every
bit of man-made organization vanishes as the plants begin to
compete with one another. My garden is rather like a microcosm of
the kingdom. I enjoy bringing order out of the native madness. The
only difference is that here, rather than pruning men, I prune
branches.

“Sometimes I remove an entire plant.”
Lognion pointed to an empty place where something had recently been
uprooted. “That spot could be called ‘Arenata’ or ‘Spry.’ Now I
will plant something new in its place, and my garden will benefit
as something stronger sprouts in that place.” He gave Will a
meaningful stare.

Will had no interest in entertaining the
evil bastard’s philosophical musings. “I came to ask a favor of
you.”

The king stopped what he was doing and
removed his gloves. “Oh. This is a rare occasion. You have my full
attention.”

“I need to learn the heart-stone
enchantment.”

“And why would someone who so reviles the
wickedness of that magic suddenly wish to learn it? More
importantly, why would I share such an important secret, a secret I
have kept to myself throughout my life?”

“When you offered me the link that
controlled Selene, I made a mistake. I shouldn’t have freed her,”
Will admitted.

Lognion frowned. “You’re telling the truth,
yet I’m certain you don’t wish to enslave her. You’re going to have
to explain, William.”

“I have more than one reason,” he replied,
being careful to stick to the truth. “One reason is that in the
future I may wish to travel. Being able to communicate with her at
a distance would be useful. Simultaneously being able to know the
truth of her every word, as well as being able to give her a
particular command would ease my mind.”

“And your other reasons?”

“Someday I’m going to kill you. I’ll need
that knowledge to successfully hold Terabinia together.”

Lognion laughed. “I wondered if you’d lost
your nerve. You already missed your best chance.”

“My most important goal is the safety and
security of the people of Terabinia. Currently that means
supporting you,” said Will. “But in time, that may change. It’s
even possible someone else might do the deed. Either way, I need to
be ready to take the reins of power when that time comes.”

“Such noble goals!” said Lognion, smiling
broadly. “I applaud your pragmatism, but still I cannot give you
such valuable knowledge without gaining something of tremendous
value in return.”

Will winced. He’d been afraid of that. “What
do you want?”

“What I’ve always wanted, William. Your
service.”

“I won’t swear fealty,” he answered. “I’ve
told you that before.”

“And I don’t need it. I’ve told you that I
trust you more without it. What I want is your actual
service. There’s something that needs doing.”

“You’ll have to be specific.”

“Darrow. Give me Darrow.”

Will gaped at him. “The nation?”

Lognion nodded. “As you know, they’ve become
extremely bothersome. Their military still hasn’t recovered from
the disaster in Barrowden a couple of years ago, yet I’m almost
certain the vampire problem was of their doing. The only way to
permanently solve this problem is to reunite our country, to bring
Darrow under our rule.”

“You want me to kill the Patriarch?”

“That would be the finishing touch, but I’m
asking for something more substantial. I want you to subjugate
them.”

“By myself?”

The king laughed long and hard. “I almost
believe you would attempt it if you had good enough cause. No,
William, not alone. I would send you at the head of my armies.”

“The head? I don’t know anything about
leading an army!”

“You would have my finest commanders with
you. You won’t need much expertise of your own. If you wish to take
my place someday, you’ll need to learn the art of war anyway. I
merely want you to lead them as a figurehead, as Selene’s husband,
as my representative. Leave the strategy to the generals, but I
feel your presence may be necessary to ensure success.”

“Or to get me killed,” Will pointed out.

“As a ruler, I try to ensure I profit no
matter how events play out. That might be a small prize should you
fail, but I would rather you succeed.”

“Explain it for me,” said Will. “I’m trying
to get my head around this proposal.”

“It’s simple. I’ll teach you the
enchantment, and in exchange, you give me Darrow. Ride with my
armies. Field Marshal Linville will handle the details, but he will
ultimately answer to you. Failure or success, the credit will go to
you, for good or ill. Is that clear enough?”

Will struggled to think of an answer. “I
can’t leave. Selene—”

“Not now, William. Next spring. Even though
summer is just beginning, it’s not advisable to start a campaign
this late. You have eight or nine months until the excitement will
start.” When Will didn’t say anything, Lognion prompted him. “What
will it be?”

“Can I think about this?”

“Now or never,” said the king. “If you want
the secret of the heart-stone enchantment, you’ll say yes and give
me your word on it. Do that and I’ll teach you right here. Also, it
goes without saying, but I’ll expect you to delay any assassination
attempts until after you honor this promise.”

“And you’d trust me if I agreed to
this?”

Lognion flashed white teeth as a wicked
smile crossed his features. “Any man who would go to such lengths
to refuse to swear fealty to me all this time can be counted on to
keep his word. Besides, once you’ve learned this, and won your
first war, it won’t matter if you attempt to kill me then. You’ll
fail, of course, but on the off chance that you succeed, you’ll
have proven your worthiness to succeed me. So, what say you?”

Will felt as though he was standing on the
edge of a cliff, but he knew Lognion well enough to know the man
wouldn’t wait. Aside from detesting lies in others, the king had
always been brutally honest. If he said he wouldn’t make the offer
twice, he meant it. But I’ll have to go to war. He’d seen
enough of that when he’d fought to liberate Barrowden. What new
atrocities would he experience if he returned to the army? What
atrocities will I be responsible for, as the leader of Terabinia’s
army?

He wanted to say no, but in his mind’s eye
all he could think of was Selene’s tears as she had failed for the
past week. She would grow old long before him—that was her fear. At
the same time, a small voice in the back of his head made a
suggestion. How many atrocities could I prevent if I’m there to
make the decisions? War was always bad, but maybe it wouldn’t
be as bloody if he was in charge. Was refusing the king really the
moral choice? Lognion would have his war either way.

“I’ll do it.”

The words were out before he knew he was
saying them. Lognion’s eyes flashed with delight. “Just for me, say
it properly.”

Will’s eyes met the king’s. “I’ll prosecute
your war against Darrow. I’ll bring them under your rule and
reunite Greater Darrow, but this time under the flag of Terabinia.
You have my word on it.”

The king nodded, and a force-dome sprang up
around the private garden. “Pay attention as I show you the rune
structure.”

“Here?” asked Will. “I’ll need some
paper.”

Lognion shook his head. “You’ll memorize it.
Never write it down. I’ll go over with you as many times as
necessary. If you forget, return and I’ll refresh your memory, but
never write it down. This knowledge is too dangerous to put on a
page where it could be stolen.”

Will nodded.

“Now, watch me—"


Chapter 5


When Will got home that afternoon, he went
immediately to the study and repeated what he had learned twice,
constructing and dismissing the complex enchanting rune structure
to make sure he hadn’t already forgotten it. Despite its wicked
potential, it wasn’t too much to remember. He had already memorized
quite a few spells that were far more complex, like Selene’s
Solution, which was eighth-order. While the heart-stone enchantment
wasn’t a spell, its complexity was comparable to a spell of
approximately sixth-order.

That was enough to make him nervous about
memorizing it perfectly without notes to refer to for a few days.
More than anything, he didn’t want to have to return to the king
and admit that he had forgotten part of it.

A knock came at the door, and Will called
out, “Come in.”

Selene entered. “We’ve hardly spoken today.”
Her tone was flat, matching the barely hidden look of dejection on
her features.

“About that. I’ve been thinking—”

She glanced up at him with red-rimmed eyes.
“You’re having second thoughts, aren’t you?”

“What? No.”

She shook her head. “Don’t deny it. I’m
doubting myself. I can only imagine what’s going through your head
as well.”

“Well, about that—I think I’ve found—”

Selene interrupted, “You don’t have to make
excuses for me, William. This is new for me. I’ve never really
failed at anything before, but now that I’m dealing with the
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