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Prologue
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Dalasham, 186 years ago...

"One last spell," Constance confirmed, pushing hair the colour of pale honey from a haggard face, her visage once thought quite attractive now harshly etched by long months of strain.  "Our greatest legacy."

"One that no one will know about or remember," Alfred griped, sweat plastering his own dark honey curls to his head, a habitual scowl twisting his lips, though it failed to completely overshadow the desperation lurking in his eyes.  But Henri had brought them to this, the power-mad wizard who wished to rule the lands causing fear and mistrust where once stability and guidance had walked hand-in-hand, inciting rebellion in place of unity and peace.

For the kingdom to thrive again, free from the taint of Henri's delusional wizards, the brother-sister duo of Constance and Alfred had spent much of their vitality, and now would create one final spell, a Dual Great Magic that would shatter the balance of stolen power while instilling unexpected strength into the people.

For Henri and his followers had stolen from the common people they sought to oppress; they had morphed the life essence of peasants into a rejuvenating source of strength for the spell casters who followed Henri.  Henri's spell didn't grant extra life or healing; it allowed the user to draw on the current of magic far beyond what a wizard could normally handle safely, providing nearly limitless power to the unscrupulous.  But they directed that flow through living people, filtering it through blood and spirit, draining years, and ultimately life, from those they harvested.

Whatever Henri's original intentions for trying to take the sovereignty of Dalasham away from its rightful rulers and into his own hands, such an abuse of the natural order of the world could not go unanswered, and it fell to Constance and Alfred, once the King's most trusted wizards, to try to right his wrongs.  At any cost.

"We will free Dalasham from tyranny," Constance said.  "That will have to suffice as our reward.  If we can move the magic to where no one will think to look, we can break Henri's hold."

"It's the irony that irks me," Alfred said, more to fill in a silence to hold fear at bay than to offer any true complaint.  "If this works, the people of Dalasham will mistrust the very people who will have saved them.  Wizards will shun the capital and never understand why, while everyone else will fear what they themselves unwittingly hold a piece of."

"Then we'd better do it right, brother, because if this doesn't work," Constance forced a grin that seemed more a baring of teeth than a source of levity, "we will have destroyed the very kingdom we've fought to save."

Alfred scowled again.

"Always a comfort, dear sister."

And with that, he raised hands gnarled by hard use and began to weave the first layer of the spell, Constance's fingers dancing through the complementary forms, twisting threads of magic together into finely knit skeins of power, layering and overlapping into a spell only they could see.

The brewing storm outside caused the canvas walls of the large tent to flap about them while they worked, a mere handful of kilometres from Riverbend, the capital city where Dalasmar Castle stood.  Wizards Mirim, Johannas, and Tercel maintained a ward of concealment from outside the tent to hide the siblings' act from Henri, as Wulfgang's army, struggling to free Dalasham from the grip of rebellion, stood guard around them in the rain, watching and ready as Henri's troops advanced across fields growing muddy beneath the heavy tread of armoured feet.  The might of those opposed to these rebels had this one last chance to break Henri's vice-like grip on the kingdom; to hesitate now would spell defeat.

Layer upon layer, Constance and Alfred built their spell against the ever increasing din of approaching battle until, sweat dripping from trembling limbs and drawn faces, the dark day stretching into deep evening, they finally reached the final layer.  The ward that had shielded them broke when an arrow managed to penetrate the last of the magical barriers and found Tercel's breast, but the spell lay complete.  The wizard brother and sister unleashed their might into the teeth of the storm, and the nature of magic in Dalasham changed forever.
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Destiny pushed past the pain throbbing at the base of her skull and opened her eyes.  For a brief moment, she feared the blow to her head had robbed her of sight, but the flickering of torchlight easing past the bars covering a small window in the door of her cell quickly drew her thirsty gaze.  She blinked, groaning, and levered herself gingerly to a sitting position on the stone shelf built into the wall that served as a bed.  A thin blanket, the only concession to comfort, fell to her lap.  She swung her feet to the ground, a hand searching out the lump on her head as she supported herself and tried to get her bearings.  She needed to remember how she had come here, and determine where she currently sat, nursing unexpected pain.

The lady wizard closed her eyes against the dancing light and forced her thoughts back.

She and Whillim had finally captured King Stefan.  Destiny's magic had created a beacon out of Emily's pendant—the slight weight of the gold necklace now missing from around Destiny's neck—allowing Destiny to track the little librarian's movement though the hidden tunnels of Dalasmar Castle as the young woman delivered her King unwittingly into Destiny's Sanctum.  Prince Whillim had basked in his power over his brother as he had forced Stefan into the Destiny Seat that would steal the King's memories and forever alter the history of Dalasham.  And then, on the cusp of success, as Whillim fingered his blade and made ready to kill Stefan to seal the spell, Destiny had sensed the presence of another wizard in a city devoid of known magic users.

In that instant of hesitation and distraction, that cursed Emily had done the unexpected.  Junior Assistant to the Chief Librarian, a common nobody so many had overlooked, a mere slip of a homely girl struggling in a world ruled by men, Emily had accomplished what no one else would have thought to try.  The impossible, Destiny would have thought, had she not seen and experienced the act herself.

Somehow, the librarian had retained her memory, the truth of Stefan's identity, when no one should have remembered his name.  Emily had flung herself into the Destiny Seat, that traitor guard had somehow triggered it—Destiny dimly recalled her own boast meant to wound the other woman, stating how to work the Focus—and the world exploded back to its unaltered course.

Stefan, his memory returned, had struck out at Whillim even as the Prince's knife angled for his brother's heart, and before Destiny could cast any spell ...

Pain had shattered her skull, rendering her unconscious and helpless.  She suspected the large Captain of Stefan's guard as the likeliest source of that expertly wielded blow.

And now, those she had helped Whillim to overthrow had captured her in turn and thrust her into their dark dungeons.

Destiny sneered her contempt, tossed the blanket aside, and pushed to her feet, shunting pain and nausea aside as she had learned long ago.  They had not bound her hands or sealed her mouth.  In a kingdom without wizards despite the surprising abundance of magic in the land, those in power had failed to secure their prize.  No mere cell could hold Destiny.

She moved to stand in front of the wooden door and swept her hand in a contemptuous arc, snarling a simple unlocking spell.

Nothing happened.

Destiny frowned and tugged at the door with no results.

A hesitant step back before she attempted a more complex spell.

Still nothing.

Destiny growled, feeling her upper lip curl in anger.  She again recalled that other wizard she had sensed, the one whose power bore a reflection of her brother's magic.  He must have set his own lock.

Powerful wizards had sought to contain Destiny before, and what she had sensed from this interloper didn't have as great a strength as the beast who had sired her and unwittingly helped train her.  It would take but a moment to define this lesser wizard's containment spell, and then smash it asunder.

Destiny closed her eyes, preparing to gather her power and win her freedom.

Her eyes flew open with a gasp and she staggered back until her knees hit the stone shelf, tumbling her onto the hard surface meant as a bed.

​She couldn't reach her magic.

Panic tore up her throat and stole her breath, squeezing her chest tight.  She sensed the core of her strength, but she stood somehow blocked from it, like some kind of wall had encased her centre, erecting a barrier between herself and her magic.  Frantically, she scrabbled in her mind, searching for the edges of the obstruction, her breath coming in short gasps as she tried to master her terror.  But she discovered no chink in the wall, no border of magical thread she could pick at.

What spell held her from her power?

She hadn't felt such helpless vulnerability since childhood, and the impotence threatened to take her back to that frightened child cleaning away the blood of her mother as he stole her little brother.

In desperation, Destiny reached instead for that tiny spark of rage that Girl had felt, the hatred that would later kindle and grow and transform her into the powerful woman she had become.  She nursed that spark against the despair, and mastered herself.

Magic might define much of her life, but Destiny knew other weapons, mind and body, and she would not yield to despondency now.

Think, she told herself, controlling her breathing and calming her mind.  Determine the boundaries of your cell, plan your escape.  For surely an opportunity would arise, and she mustn't hesitate to act.

She took stock of her options and resources, the precious few she currently claimed.  Stefan likely remained King, his people once again backing him, no longer subject to the altered memories of the Destiny Seat.  Which meant that Prince Whillim could no longer provide any sort of protection, nor Milos' mercenaries.  Destiny had no allies.

She still wore the royal blue gown and palace slippers she had donned that morning—they had left her some dignity at least—but someone had taken her spiked half-glove, and the little knife sheath at her belt sat empty.  She ran her fingers through her long hair, finding it unbound.  The leather cord which had held it tied back—a usefully strong strip she might have employed in an emergency—had disappeared, as had the slim blade she wore concealed in her raven tresses.

So, no weapons beyond her mind and fists, unless her captors forgot themselves enough to succumb to the lure of her body.  She shuddered at the thought, her mind shying away from harsh memories of the years when the bastard who had sired her had used her as a vessel for his experiments, and his cruel lust.  Yet if selling the pleasures of her womanhood became a viable weapon, she must not hesitate to exploit it, however distasteful.

Limited weapons and options explored, Destiny determined to learn all she could of her confines.  What lay beyond her prison cell?  How many guards, what other prisoners might she contact?  Would her captors keep to a schedule—changing guards (assuming any came near), providing food and water (surely they would do that at least), clean out the slightly battered metal pail for waste that she noted in the corner (by Kalima, they must occasionally plan to take that away)—or would they try to keep her off balance and desperate by leaving her to her own devices and filth?

Precious little she could learn here, alone, in the near dark.  How long would she sit, forgotten in the depths of Dalasmar Castle?  If, indeed, she sat in Dalasmar's dungeon.  Would Stefan have transported her elsewhere?

The thought sent a sliver of dread inching down her spine.  Would he have delivered her into the custody of the wizard who bore the pale imitation of Nathan's powers?  Did she even now await the arrival of her brother, a man who had forgotten their connection, who only dreamed of vengeance against the woman who had killed to escape her nightmares?

A woman currently trapped and bereft of her magic.

Destiny began to shake, the unwelcome and loathed sensation of terror closing her throat and constricting her breath.

Moments later, as though summoned by her fear, she heard the distant clang of a door, followed by the tread of booted feet along a stone corridor.  She hunched around her core, nearly curling into a protective ball, then forced her breathing to slow again and sat up straight.  Damned if she would let them see her cower.

A second door, much closer, squealed open, then closed, and she heard the snick of a key in her lock.  She tensed, ready to spring at whoever entered if presented an opportunity.  The door swung open, and she leaned forward, intending to bowl into her captor, throw him off guard.  Only, the man who stood framed in the shadowy door, a lantern held at his side, shocked her to immobility.

Darien, Chief Librarian of Dalasmar Castle, regarded her dispassionately.  Destiny blinked stupidly in response, frozen, trying to determine why this man had come.  Trying also not to let him see how her eyes greedily drank in the additional light.  Ridiculous to find such relief in the absence of darkness.

At least it's not Nathan, she thought, breathing out a shaky sigh of relief as her muscles slowly began to relax, allowing her to lean away on the stone sleeping shelf until her back met the cool wall.

Darien set his lantern down at the edge of the entrance, just beyond the threshold but clearly visible to Destiny.  He turned to the left and picked something up, hidden by the wall.  Pulling it into place before the open door, she saw he held a three-legged stool, quickly set up and settled upon.  After adjusting his tunic and making sure his scholar's cap rested securely atop pale hair, Darien raised his gaze to hers, the colour of the ocean meeting the depths of twilight.  The torch behind him sent his flickering shadow stretching into her cell, but the lantern illuminated most of his face, leaving just the far right in intermittent darkness.  Even so, she couldn't read his expression.

Silence stretched as they stared at each other.  Destiny remembered Darien's fierce protection of those in his charge, especially Emily, despite any magical influence Destiny extended around him.  She recalled his perceptiveness, knowing her Innosvaran origins even though she had thought them well concealed.  He had a keen mind, and a strong devotion to his job, disdaining any who tried to interfere with the library, his domain.  He hadn't slipped the noose of her memory spell like that one guard of Stefan's (and the surprising Emily), but he had constantly found a way around Destiny's influence, exerting his own bit of control within the confines of propriety.  She had admired him somewhat, tolerated him more than most, and had never expected to face him from the inside of a prison cell.

"Come to read me a bedtime story?" she drawled.  Although she longed for answers to far more important questions—how long had she lain here, what had they done to her magic, did Nathan approach, what did they intend to do with her?—she refused to give anyone the satisfaction of knowing her discomfort, let alone a librarian.

Darien gave her a strange little smile.

"How about a tale of Dalasham before Henri's Rebellion, when wizards might openly walk the streets of Riverbend," he said, and Destiny blinked in confusion.  Did he honestly think she had wanted a story?

"A time when more than the Chief Librarian knew about the special cells in Dalasmar's dungeons," he went on, his blue-green stare unwavering.  "Cells designed to confine a wizard, able to hold her magic in check."

Slowly, Destiny sat up straight, her gaze taking in the confining space again.  She had never suspected Dalasmar knew any defence against magic, let alone had something as rare as a wizard cell.  The Wizard Schools had such, used mostly to practice dangerous spells, and occasionally to contain any overly enthusiastic students who had allowed drink to weaken their inhibitions.  But why would Dalasmar, the castle at the heart of a kingdom that didn't embrace magic users, have such?  And why would a librarian know about it when the royal house did not?

But it did explain why Destiny couldn't touch her powers.  Not a rival wizard binding her, but an old magic with very specific boundaries.  Once she stepped free from this cell, she would feel whole again.  With a goal now in mind, she felt calm settle over her and regarded Darien with fresh intensity, seeing his placement on the threshold of her confinement in a different light.  The nature of a wizard cell would hold her immobile at the door unless someone chose to free her.  Meaning she would have to win past this man gazing serenely in at her.

Destiny frowned.

"Why you?" she asked.

"Why does the librarian come to see the wizard?" he said.  "Why not a gaoler, a guard, a soldier?  Perhaps the King himself, or his Captain?"  He could have made his words a mockery, yet somehow Darien conveyed sincerity.  "Because almost no one else will defend you."

Destiny shook her head, certain she had misheard.

"Defend me?"

"At your trial," Darien clarified.  "It took some convincing, but the King will afford you a fair trial, as an equal instigator of recent events.  Prince Whillim stands accused of treason, you of aiding him."

"Aiding him," Destiny repeated numbly.  She stared at Darien.  "And you convinced Stefan I should receive a fair hearing?"

Darien shook his head.  "Actually, I needed some convincing too.  But after hearing the arguments, I decided I could use my knowledge of the law to make sure you had a voice.  Which means we will spend a lot of time in each other's company, Destiny.  You can't dispute what you've done, but perhaps you can explain it in such a way that won't earn you the execution so many wish for."

Not sure she trusted this turn of events, Destiny could only stare at him.

"And who, Chief Librarian, could possibly convince all of you I deserved such a chance?"

Darien actually grinned at her, an oddly vindictive glint in his eyes.

"Emily, of course.  Who else?"
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Em loved the library: the long aisles with their rows upon rows of books, ancient to new, each with their own scent of age or ink; the secluded nooks and forgotten niches where she had explored as a child and now worked as a young woman; the solitude and freedom from overwhelming human interaction.  But since her return from the west with King Stefan, she had begun to see what the library of Dalasmar Castle lacked.  While the exclusion of books of a magical nature had never bothered her before, if she hoped to assist Chief Librarian Darien in his quest to defend Wizard Destiny in her upcoming trial, then she needed to know more about magic.

Em didn't particularly like Wizard Destiny—could even make a case for loathing the lady wizard who had so nearly destroyed the kingdom when she helped Prince Whillim try to usurp his brother's throne—but Em couldn't sit by while fear and bias dictated the woman's fate rather than truth and justice.  Not long ago, King Stefan and his chief bodyguard Captain Frederick would have insisted that Em merely felt sympathy for Destiny's twisted and tormented childhood, a tale heard in the halls of the Frontier School of Wizardry, and because of that sympathy—and her supposed inherent frailty as a female—Em had no business concerning herself with Destiny's fate.  If those two factors alone had informed Em's objections to the summary execution of the Lady Destiny, she would have had few difficulties turning her head away from the ugly side of politics and court intrigues.  But Em had forced Stefan and Fred to look beyond their fear of magic and their angst at acknowledging a woman with such strength and influence—roles so long held in the hands of men that someone like Destiny, able to tug on the reins of power, screamed anathema to them—to the underlying danger of recent events in Dalasham.  Yes, Destiny had used magic to try to subvert King Stefan, but she had done so at the instigation of the Prince.  Whatever fate awaited Destiny, Em hoped a similar one would find the Prince as well.

And so Darien had chosen to lead Destiny's defence at trial, pulling Em, as Junior Assistant to the Chief Librarian, in his wake.  To understand how Destiny had achieved her status and employed her magics, however, required a better understanding of magic, a subject sorely lacking in the depths of Dalasmar's Library.

Yet what had Em so off-balance today didn't lie in what the library lacked, nor her difficult task of helping to defend the inexcusable actions of a wizard in a land which had so little experience with magic.  Nor did it come from once again stepping outside the familiar confines of that library in response to a summons, but rather where that step had led.

Young Brand, a librarian for less than a year, had found Em searching the shelves in the north wing.  Face flushed, chestnut curls barely contained by his scholar cap, Brand had stared at her with wide, wondering eyes before blurting out his tidings.

"A manservant of Lord Prichard waits at the entrance," he said.

Em blinked at him, her hand pushing a large tome back into its slot even while she met the lad's gaze.

"Yes?" she finally replied when Brand just kept staring.  He coughed.

"Says his master sent him to find you.  The Lord wishes to speak with you."

Now Em understood Brand's consternation.  Few people had known Em, a woman, worked in the library, and none had ever requested to see her.  For that first request to come from a Councilman, and a noble at that, must seem shocking to Brand.  Em wondered how much more surprised the boy would become did he know that Lord Malcolm Prichard, ostensibly a bit of a poseur with a rather flamboyant style, sat not just on the Council, but as the master spy for all of Dalasham.  Far better not to reveal that bit of information.

She had thanked Brand and made her way to the library's main doors, curious why Prichard would want to speak with her now that she had returned to her sanctuary.  Yes, they had travelled to Bakaana and back with King Stefan and his guards, thwarted the Prince's vile attempt upon the crown, shattered the power of Destiny's Focus, but three days had passed, and Em just wanted to ensconce herself in the quiet of the library.  What could Prichard possibly want to discuss with a librarian that he wouldn't discuss in the library?

So she had found the manservant at the library's entrance and followed him to one of the sitting rooms set between the library and the main gate of the castle to find out.

Wide chairs of sturdy oak cushioned in shades of crimson and burnt umber dotted the room, along with small tables strategically placed for drinks or snacks.  A desk sat under one of the windows, the other two framed by long curtains the colour of walnuts tied back with gold bands.  A man lounged on a settee nearest the hearth, the merry little fire consuming a stack of wood keeping him warm.  The red streaking his auburn hair seemed to dance with the flames and deepen the sharp angles of his face.  He glanced up with dark eyes and straightened his tall form to wave her closer, the gems on his many rings catching the light.  The extravagant clothing and foppish air didn't fool Em for a second, though she hadn't seen him so attired on their recent journey.  But even in the library, before she had made his acquaintance, Em had heard of the vain and oft times vapid Councillor.  Someone easily dismissed yet so often in a position to hear the currents of the kingdom.  A perfect disguise for a spy, and with that knowledge, his airs held no sway over Em.

"I'm pleased you could accept my invitation, Junior Librarian," he said, his voice light.

Em regarded him in silence for a moment.  He studied her in return.

"What can I do for you, Lord Prichard?" she finally replied.

He smiled, and she saw a glint in his eye, a spark of cunning.  His voice and mannerisms, however, remained the fop to any who might pass by.

"It has come to my attention that you possess a fine hand and a quick ear," he said.  "I find myself in need of a scribe, and wish to offer you the position."

Em blinked several times, wondering if she had misheard.  Prichard just smiled at her, awaiting her reaction.

"I have duties in the library, sir," she said quietly, taking a seat near him.  "And also with assisting Chief Librarian Darien with the defence of the wizard."

"Yes, Darien so informed me when I approached him with my proposal."

Em frowned.

"Then he must have told you I would find little time to pen your letters—"

Prichard held up a hand and Em swallowed the rest of her words.

"On the contrary, he agreed you would make an exceptional asset to my team and could provide an excellent ear at any upcoming sessions."

Now Em shook her head, her frown deepening.  Had he just intimated that Darien worked for him?

"What sessions?" she asked, trying to sort out her thoughts.

"The Council sessions, of course," Prichard said, leaning back in his chair, hands folded over his stomach.

Wide eyes staring, Em fought to keep her mouth from falling open.

"Council sessions?" she squeaked.  "With King and Council?"

"The same," he nodded.

"But," she stammered.  "But ... with the Councillors?"

Prichard laughed at her discomfort.

"Yes, Emily, with the Councillors."  He dropped his vapid air and leaned forward.  She unconsciously copied him, though her hands cramped from clutching each other so tightly.  When next he spoke, the dandy, less-than-effectual Lord with holdings in Westam had disappeared, and Dalasham's master spy addressed her.

"We're a bunch of men set in our ways, dealing with the end of a crisis few of us are equipped to deal with.  As you lack a title or position of influence, King Stefan cannot easily flaunt tradition and admit you to the Council, despite his eternal gratitude and the sound advice you have offered in the past, but he won't bar my scribe from attending.  In that role, you will have the opportunity to express any concerns or insights we might miss to me, and I can pass them on to the King."

Em felt herself begin to tremble.

"I'm just a librarian," she whispered.  "And a woman at that.  The Councillors will never accept my presence."

"You'll reprise your garb from the road," he said reasonably.  "Dressed in tunic and trousers, with your scholar's cap to contain your hair, none will look twice at a scribe to try to discern your gender.  And any who do well know the eccentricities of Lord Prichard.  Perhaps I'll even start a new fad," he grinned, but Em couldn't share his delight.  He turned serious again.  "Dalasham needs your insight, Emily, and the King and I need your wisdom.  Will you help us once again?"

And somehow, Em had agreed, drawn back into a world she had barely known less than two months ago.  She found herself now standing outside the Council Chambers, cap pulled low, eyes downcast, arms hugging parchment to her chest, waiting just behind Lord Prichard for admittance to today's session.  She felt so off-balance she feared a light wind would push her over.  But when their turn came to enter the room, she squared her shoulders, took a deep breath, and followed Prichard within, the spy and his newest asset quickly finding their seats near the back of the room where they could watch over everyone.
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"Emily," Destiny repeated in a flat voice, staring hard at the man seated before the door to her cell grinning like a cat about to pounce on a mouse.  "Your junior assistant, Emily.  The woman who somehow undid all our plans, who thwarted me time and again, who fought so hard against the odds.  That little base-born chit with defiance in her eyes.  You expect me to believe she convinced you I deserved a chance?"

Darien inclined his head.

"Why?" Destiny wondered, unable to fathom a motive.

"She has a strong concept of justice for all," the Chief Librarian replied with a small shrug, clasping his hands around one raised knee as he leaned back on the stool.  "It bothered her that fear and prejudice might dictate your fate while ignorance and unfair preference might afford the Prince some leniency.  She has convinced us not to see you as a woman with unnatural and unknown powers, but as a person who acted in concert with an equally culpable associate.  While some wish to believe you enspelled Prince Whillim and corrupted his will, a fear played upon by those with a seeming grudge against you, Emily believes the Prince chose his actions of his own will.  I tend to lean toward Emily's theory and would very much like to hear your side."

Destiny could only shake her head.  How often had she chafed at men seeing her only as a woman, and thus dismissing her without thought?  In fact, had that not defined her from birth, her own despicable father cursing her gender and refusing to see the potential beneath?  And now, a woman points out that fallacy to men, forcing them to see a person and not a gender, and they listen to her?  How did a librarian get a king to understand?  What had Emily done to win such respect?

And then Destiny's mind fastened on something else Darien had intimated.

"Who plays upon this fear?" she asked.  "Who holds this grudge?"  Eyes narrowed, her thoughts leapt ahead, or perhaps back.  "What wizard came to aid you?"

Darien's expression sobered and he studied her thoughtfully, his ocean-tinged eyes in sharp focus.

"Wizard Marcus, come to us from the Frontier School in Bakaana."

"Marcus," her eyes slid shut as she tested the name, filtering it through memory.  "Dark hair, overinflated sense of his own importance, disdainful of anyone he thinks inferior to himself, certain women only have use as servants or whores.  Clever with wards."  Yes, that would fit with the familiar sense of the wizard she had felt crossing her ward and trying to draw her attention.  She opened her dark eyes, found Darien's gaze, remembered her surprise when he had so easily determined her own origins.  "Innosvaran accent and mannerisms, perhaps, even if you did find him in Bakaana?" she added.  "That Marcus?"

"The same," Darien confirmed.  "You know him."

"Sad to say," she agreed.  "A lapdog of someone far more powerful."

"Wizard Nathan," Darien named her adversary, his stare intent upon her face.  "Your brother."

She found, with that naming, that holding a neutral expression became very difficult.  She thought she had managed, but the tightening of her shoulders and the brief flash of emotion in her eyes gave her away.

"Marcus didn't tell you that," she stated with utter conviction, her voice low and flat.  Nathan would never acknowledge any blood connection between them; could not since that moment when their father had stolen him away and convinced him Destiny acted as no more than a servant.  By the time sycophants like Marcus, Kavan, and Tyrandel had joined Nathan's coterie, her brother had no memory of a sister.  Marcus thought her a traitor who had killed his teacher, not a sibling to his vindictive playmate.

She had killed that teacher, the vicious, ruthless, power-hungry wizard who had sired and abused her, but she had betrayed no one.  She had instead avenged her mother and freed herself.  Marcus would never understand, and sadly, she feared, neither would Nathan.

Darien regarded her in silence for a moment before nodding.

"No, he didn't tell us.  Emily learned that information elsewhere.  Nevertheless, Marcus urges us to turn you over to Wizard Nathan for justice."

Destiny froze.  She couldn't help the resurfaced panic that tore through her, the icy dread at the possibility of finding herself helpless in the hands of her brother.  But damned if she would allow that terror to dominate her.  Anger and hatred fought to free her immobility.

"That would prove a mistake," she said, absurdly glad her voice remained level.  "If Nathan ever set foot in Dalasham and learned what I learned, he would destroy you.  But then, you wouldn't see me as such a threat anymore either, so perhaps I should rather encourage the fallacy that he would benefit you."

"It seems you have more than one story to share," Darien mused, studying her face closely, his brow drawn in speculation.  "Do we start with how and why you and Prince Whillim met and conspired, leading to you locked in a cell, sealed away from your magic?  Or do we look into the narrow view of one Wizard Shelton, a vicious and amoral man who sought to augment his powers through his offspring, his disappointment in Girl and success in Nathan?  Shall we discuss how and when he left this world, an action that perhaps sparked the ire of both Nathan and Marcus?"  Destiny felt her eye twitch, held tight to painful childhood memories, silently cursing that this man knew so much already.  Darien leaned forward, hands on knees as he held her with an avid gaze.  "Or do we now find it needful to explore this new concern you've laid before me?  What have you discovered in Dalasham that would interest Nathan more than retrieving you?

"I will know the answer to all those questions, Destiny, but I will leave you to pick which to explain first."

She stared at him, noted his resolve, wondered at his calm.  She could sense the quiet sincerity of his regard, the oddly compelling weight of his surety that she would tell him all he wanted to know.  Even confined in the wizard cell, blocked from her own magic, she could feel the pull of Darien's will, his desire to have her confide in him, and that last, she decided, she would address first, though it also touched upon his initial question.

"When I met Whillim," she began, watching Darien absorb every word, "we stood within the borders of Dalasham, in a moderate town in Sudam.  He wanted a way to take power without earning it, and I wanted the resources and space to perfect a spell."

Memories of the town of Terandale—the smokey tavern with its lightly watered down ale and decent food, a Prince trying to disguise himself as merely a wealthy merchant wont to complain—attempted to swim up and claim her attention, but Destiny pushed them aside, knowing she would revisit them later.  To this portion of her confession, they bore no importance.

"I had roamed the edges of Dalasham, as many wizards do, for over a year, and noticed little out of the ordinary.  Seeing no reason to shun the capital as others of my brethren do, I accepted a position in Whillim's court and journeyed to Dalasmar.  I kept myself unobserved for many months while devising my spell to suit Whillim's whims, but even in such seclusion, I observed those around me, and I slowly came to a startling conclusion, one borne out after Whillim took the throne.

"Dalasham lacks wizards, but it does not lack magic."

She waited a moment, let that thought solidify in Darien's mind.  He didn't dismiss her out of hand, and she nodded slowly to herself, wondering if he already knew or suspected this truth, although his eyes shaded more blue than green in the lantern light, some emotion she couldn't name affecting him.

"I have no proof or sure knowledge of this," she continued.  "But I believe, some time in Dalasham's past, someone worked a spell to transfer the flow of magic; perhaps those very wizards you say existed before Henri.  I haven't the slightest idea how one might achieve such a spell, but I have seen its results often enough now to believe in its existence.

"Wizards find it uncomfortable to reside in Dalasmar or its vicinity for any length of time without purpose.  I myself have felt a certain restlessness, a strong desire to quit this place, and every set-back only heightened that need.  I fought that compulsion, obduracy and an iron will warring with an unseen hand.  However, without the Destiny Seat and Whillim's unachieved ambition to urge me on, I admit I may have succumbed to the impulse to leave.  But I persevered, and in doing so, learned what makes Dalasham strong despite its lack of wizards; yet this strength also spells your weakness, and Nathan would exploit both, harnessing and harvesting your people."

Darien's frown had deepened, and his lip curled briefly before he smoothed his features.

"Make yourself plain, Destiny.  What force strengthens and weakens us?  What do you believe Nathan covets?"

"As yet, nothing," she replied.  "For he cannot see it.  Nor will Marcus have felt its effects yet, and if he keeps his obsession upon me, he may never see it.

"Wizards manipulate the natural world to change something, but unlike mere witches, they can access their own psyche to do so.  You understand that basic component?"

"I do," Darien said.

"It takes training to manipulate multiple aspects without destroying the mind, though someone who lacks such training might manipulate a single thing on a very minor scale.  A herbalist might find some finesse with growing her own plants while her neighbour fails under the same conditions.  An army scout might have greater vision at night or over distance than his companion.  Small things that any person might achieve through talent or practice, or something a person with latent magic might perfect.  Those who unknowingly manipulate magic rather than having innate talent for these small results, we call having an affinity for Lesser Magics."

"I have heard the term."

"Do you understand the rarity of true Lesser Magics?" she asked.  "You might find a double handful in a kingdom in any given generation.  Not enough variation for a witch, not enough strength for a wizard, simply a minor spark geared toward a single ability.  A blip, if you will, of magic concentrated in an individual.  Often found in a wizarding family where the magic has otherwise skipped a generation, but very occasionally seen as a wild talent."

She leaned forward now, paying little heed to the hard stone of her bed beneath her backside as she strove to make Darien understand.

"Dalasham has no wizards, but the abundance of these Lesser Magics astounds me.  I would guess one-in-three carry the ability.  No other kingdom even hints at this phenomenon, nor have I ever read about the possibility.  Combine that with the aversion of wizards to spend any time near the heart of your kingdom, and I can only conclude some form of magical interference.  A spell designed to keep wizards away while maintaining the natural flow of magic.  I believe that most of your population has a small window into magic and no knowledge of how to secure that window.  Which makes you ripe for someone like Nathan to pluck.  Imagine a wizard, trained to seek and take power unto himself without hesitation or doubt, coming into contact with such an unprotected and unprepared bounty.  How easy to round up the people of Dalasham and see if he can transfer that magic into his power base?"

Darien stared at her in silence for a time.  Destiny found herself surprisingly short of breath, and realised her impassioned speech had drawn the words in such a rush that she had little air to spare.  She forced herself to calm again, her heart to slow, wondering why she should care.

The image of a cruel man experimenting on a nameless child, the one he would only call Girl even while he drew her blood, crept behind her eyes, a wizard trying to steal magic that didn't belong to him.  Destiny had never imagined that the thought of that fate befalling others would disturb her so.

"A fine story," Darien finally spoke again, his doubts betrayed by a slight quaver in his voice.  "Hard to substantiate."

"Not entirely," disagreed Destiny.  "Look to yourself, Darien.  Do you even realise what Lesser Magics you hold?  For you stand as a further rarity, holding two that I can discern."

He drew back quickly, nearly upsetting his stool.  Then he narrowed his eyes.

"You seek to cloud the issues," he began.

"I seek to answer your questions," she spat.  "You wanted to know what Nathan would want more than revenge on me, and I tell you, if he knew, he'd seek to steal your magics."  Then, before he could argue again, she asked, "Have you ever wondered why people choose to so easily confide in you, Chief Librarian?"

He blinked in surprise.

"Or why you defend those under your care so staunchly with unwavering belief in their character?  Do you remember how loath you found it to give me Emily's name?  Or how easily you determined my home kingdom and magical affiliations?  You believe it your own charisma and common sense.  I name them your Lesser Magics.  You put people at ease, drawing their confidence.  And you see the potential in people.  Tell me I'm wrong."

He just stared at her.

"After King Stefan sat the Destiny Seat," she went on, "Emily somehow retained the truth, used it to break the spell.  I tell you now, only a magical ability could have allowed such a feat.  So I name her Lesser Magic as connected to her memory, an ability I imagine most beneficial to a librarian."

"Many people have an eidetic memory—"

"Not one strong enough to destroy a Focus," Destiny countered immediately.  "That guard who fought my spell so fiercely, who even at the end managed to trigger my Focus for Emily, what Lesser Magic do you suppose he had?"

Darien's eyes narrowed as he considered her words.

"An immunity to, or at least an ability to fight magic?" he ventured.

"The more I look, the more I see," Destiny said.  "If you give Marcus enough time, or Kalima forfend, my brother, they might see what I do.  When you know to look, you will see Lesser Magics everywhere in Dalasham.  If you wish to preserve your kingdom, I suggest you don't allow Nathan the opportunity to look at it, especially not from within."

"If this is true, then it would behoove us not to listen to Marcus' advice to inform Wizard Nathan of your whereabouts."

"It would, but if you believe that Marcus hasn't already sent word, then you don't understand just how very much my brother wants to get his hands on me, nor the depth of their feelings toward me."

"Why don't we discuss their reasons?" Darien proposed, and Destiny almost laughed when she felt the pull of his suggestion even through the muffling shroud of the wizard cell, the comforting notion that to confide in him would bring peace.

"You try to deny the possibility of having a Lesser Magic even while you employ it," she sneered, then settled back, having little stomach for explaining the torment that led to her slaying Wizard Shelton, her and Nathan's abhorrent father.

But she did so, and in great detail.

***
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Em heaved a great sigh, her relief at finally escaping the Council Chambers a palpable sensation.  She didn't know how much the King had made known about her involvement in recent events—if he had even made mention of her role at all—but none of the Council members called exception to her presence.  Indeed, beyond the scowl of Sir Castel, the raised eyebrow and slight frown of Sir Edvard, and the speculative mien worn by Sir Pietor, no one took much note of Em as she sat beside Lord Prichard, scribbling furiously as she tried to keep up with the meeting.  Prichard had imparted information on each man and the situations they discussed quietly to Em without moving his lips, and she found herself intrigued by his subtlety even as he continued to wear the vapid expression of a fop and use the exaggerated gestures of someone overly absorbed with his own importance, a disguise he wore like a glove.

Eventually, as the morning drew long, her writing had slowed and she began to understand how little of substance actually left the lips of these men who oversaw the smooth running of Dalasham.  She didn't know how the King could stand so much rhetoric and empty platitudes.  The Prince had worn the stolen crown for a month, yet it seemed to Em that King Stefan could easily spend as long again putting things to rights, especially if his Councillors continued to act like spoiled, entitled, self-centred prigs.

The most disturbing moments, Em thought, came when someone who had sat these chambers during the King's exile and the Prince's reign failed to differentiate between Stefan and Whillim.  For instance, Councilman Alphonse's reference to Stefan's dealings with Bash—it seemed a royal wedding might lie in the King's future—when in fact Whillim, not Stefan, had spoken to representative Tolnar, brother to the King of Bash, some weeks earlier.  Or Sir Byndorf's concerns over Milos' Mercenary Company, currently under guard while their Captain lay recovering in the infirmary—Em had wondered if the mercs had gone to Tox's farm, but Prichard informed her that they bivouacked at the barracks at Cranshaw Fortress—insisting that Stefan should recall seeing or hearing of some incident or other at a time when Stefan had not stood anywhere near Riverbend.  The Destiny Seat no longer held the memory of Stefan's existence from his people, but it seemed to still have some effect, overlaying Whillim's acts as Stefan's.  This had caused more than one uncomfortable moment in today's talks.  Em had made sure to note every time Stefan's scowl and dark countenance spoke to the disparity.

Now, finally free from the claustrophobic atmosphere of the Council Chambers—the room itself had enough space for many times the number it had held, but the oppressive and poorly concealed anxiety of the men within had made Em feel enclosed—she felt like a weight had lifted, and she had only sat as a scribe.  Sympathy for the King filled her, along with heightened respect for the patience of Captain Frederick, the King's head guard having stood behind Stefan without break for the last few hours, not actively permitted to participate.  The large, muscled Captain hadn't allowed his thoughts to show much in his expressions during the long ordeal, but Em had read a mixture of impatience and angst in his dark brown eyes a few times when she had glanced his way.

She shook her head to clear her mind, knowing she would remember everything said in those rooms—having written it down for Lord Prichard would only reinforce her gift of remembering whatever she read, a gift she had discovered also stretched to the ability to recall the nuances of the sword form exercises Fred and the others had taught her on their travels.  She thought longingly of those exercises now, knowing the movement helped her focus.  She wondered if she might find time to put herself through some of those forms in the near future, using a sturdy stick rather than an actual sword of course.

Before she could start back toward the library, a figure pushed off from the wall and caught her attention, pulling her thoughts away from the physical and back to the scholarly.  Chief Librarian Darien approached quickly, his hair, the colour of winter sunshine, in disarray as though he had run his long fingers through it many times in agitation.  The gentle crinkles around his blue-green eyes etched deeper with his frown, the concern in them disquieting in a man usually quite self-possessed.

"What's wrong?" Em asked in a soft voice as her mentor fell into step beside her, indicating he'd prefer that they walk while they conversed.  Even then, it took many strides before he replied.

"What do you know about Lesser Magics?"  His quiet question barely reached her ears.  She opened her mouth to reply, but he went on before she could.  "Destiny told me an interesting story, one I'm not sure I believe, but I find myself terrified not to."  He then proceeded to tell her what the wizard had explained, her insistence that the majority of Dalashamites carried a trace of magic.

Em listened, allowing Darien to chart their route as he spoke.  He led them not to the library, but strangely to the same sitting room Prichard had used earlier.  For the second time that day, Em found herself sitting in the same crimson coloured chair next to a low fire, absorbing words that would change her life.  As Darien finished, she recalled the surprising moment when she had accepted Prichard's request to act as scribe, knowing he had truly asked her to become both spy and advisor.  She narrowed her eyes now, considering.

"It makes a certain kind of sense," she murmured, playing out not only the last day, but the last month in her mind.  So many things she had recently witnessed, put against the backdrop of Destiny's theory, suddenly shed a different light on various behaviours she had experienced.  "I can't speak to the veracity of her claim, but it could explain things I've never thought to question."  Such as how Prichard could talk a reluctant and introverted librarian into the role of a spy?  "But how could such a thing have come to pass?  And how has no one noticed before?"

"A spell designed to keep wizards away," Darien said, repeating Destiny's words.  "Yet still able to diffuse the natural presence of magic, distilling it into many instead of a few.  From what I've gathered so far, Destiny met the Prince a year ago, came in secret to Dalasmar nearly five months later, but only began to suspect the prevalence of Lesser Magics some time after employing the Destiny Seat.  It took her over half a year to notice, and with no other wizards willing to stay long in the capital, no one else has had such an opportunity to study us.  I imagine that if Destiny hadn't focused so keenly on her experiment, she might have noticed sooner, but it would still take time to intuit the course of magic here."

"So no one's noticed because someone designed a spell that causes wizards to shy away.  But wizards do work near the border towns, just not near Riverbend.  Perhaps this spell works something like Destiny's ward?  Or maybe it grows weaker the farther from the capital?  Which would indicate it originated somewhere in or near Dalasmar."  Em felt a flutter in her chest, a stir of excitement at learning something new about history.  "I wonder if we could learn how far this feeling of avoidance extends?  Locate the origin of the spell?  Assuming, of course, it is a spell and not simply a matter of us not accepting wizards."  Now she frowned, thinking aloud as she chased her thoughts.  "But they didn't always avoid Dalasmar.  Not until Henri's Rebellion."  Her eyes flashed as she met Darien's gaze.

"If such a spell exists," Darien nodded, expression thoughtful, "it likely came from that time.  That's where we need to look."

Always eager to explore history, Em nevertheless forced herself to stillness.

"Will the information help us?" she asked, meeting Darien's incredulous stare even as the other librarian had made as if to rise.  "Beyond giving us insight into the past, will this knowledge change anything in
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