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Chapter One: The Gift
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​​​​This is who I am. I’m the widow of a knight. My father was the Baron of Grimm. I’m the eldest of four. And my brother is the first Grimm to insist he can see magical creatures. My name is Violet.

On this November day, in the year of our Lord 1312, an unusual crime was committed at Edensa University, where my brother lives. There had been no warning that this event would be life-changing for both him and me.

As Master of Magical Theory and History, he soon became entangled in the event, for it had magical undertones. I intended to keep him out of harm’s way. But then I became worried, as I wondered if his convictions were not just the result of an overactive imagination.

What if there really are invisible monsters?

* * *
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“Surely magical creatures are naught but myths, sir?” Gazi spoke from a bench two rows back. “They don’t exist.”

This late-night class, the first Kennard had held this autumn, would hopefully be the last. It had made for a long day.

The lit torches shadowed Gazi’s strong features, giving him a devilish cast. He suspected the clever lad of being deliberately provocative. At fourteen, he was only seven years Kennard’s junior, yet Gazi might as well have been a mischievous child of eight, the way he sometimes acted. 

Kennard addressed his students. “What do you think of Gazi’s question? Is it worthy of our consideration?”

“No!” Fanil lounged on a bench to Kennard’s left and flashed Gazi, his arch-nemesis, an over-the-shoulder smirk. “But such creatures are present in Bernada,” he added, snapping on the bait despite his avowal to the contrary.

Two vociferous rivals for the class fool.

“As if you would know.” Gazi chuckled. “You’ve never been to the sorcerers’ kingdom. No mortal has.”

“Our queen has,” Elspera countered, one of only three lasses registered for his class, and the only one of them present tonight. She sat directly across from Kennard, her favorite spot.

Her maid sat by the door, head tilted, eyes closed, and mouth half open, while releasing soft snores.

Elspera pointed at a portrait of our fair monarch on the wall. Her long sleeve slid down as she raised her arm, revealing a pale hand and wrist covered in intricately painted, darkly dotted patterns.

Gazi straightened on his bench, running a hand through his hair. “I grant, unlike us, God bestowed Queen Amity with exceptional powers. Yet, even she’s never spoken of magical creatures, not in our lands or even in Bernada.” His tone grew soft as his gaze rested on the fair maiden. “Also, this topic is about magical creatures, like ogres, griffins, and water spirits. Not sorceresses.”

“As a sorceress,” Elspera argued, “the queen could be considered a magical creature. If you seek further evidence, what about religious texts, which mention behemoths, demons, and even dragons? They do not lie.”

“My pa says it is blasphemous to discuss witchery,” a lad said from the last row. “The church forbids it.”

Though Gregory had addressed his comments to the class, his gaze lingered by the doorway. Was he hoping he could be anywhere but here? Possibly. Kennard glanced toward the doorway, where Elspera’s maid, having awoken, sat straight and blinked tired eyes. It had been a long day.

His attention returned to Gregory, who hailed from a small village in Greece. Normally, a quiet lad. Why a religious boy wished to attend sacrilegious lessons had once troubled him when the lad’s family applied to enroll him in this class.

Had the Church sent this “little bird” to Edensa to report on Kennard’s teachings, so they could smear his father’s name? For the Baron of Grimm had spoken out against the Pope a time or two.

Kennard’s fist had clenched at the possibility of his behavior being used to attack his father. In the end, he met Gregory, and his instincts insisted the lad had good in him. So, deciding an enemy close at hand was worth three in the bush, he’d admitted him. Time would prove if he’d been wise or not.

The discussion progressed, becoming livelier as the topic shifted to the casting of spells. He doubted he could have slept through this talk either, as it grew louder and more jovial. Once this late-night debate ended–he’d begun it as a refresher to prepare for their test tomorrow–Kennard bid the last of his noisy students a cheerful good eve.

Alone at last. The silence was glorious. To stretch cramped muscles, he stood and punched his arms high while running in place, practiced his lunges, and then mimicked pulling a long bow, doing each exercise a dozen times.

Finally limber, he lined up the benches his students had left askew and tidied his desk. Satisfied that he’d restored the classroom to its pristine order, he extinguished the two torches and departed the room with his armful of reference books. Speeding down the stairs to the main floor, he left the building. He nodded to the weary guard waiting outside the keep to lock up after him for the night.

Kennard’s rapid pace inside this vast university fortress along the main lighted cobblestone path, the Sword, propelled him toward the peace of the faculty residences.

An owl dived past his ear with a death screech, and he ducked. His shoe hit the edge of a cobblestone, and he caught himself, clutching his multitude of volumes, and soundly insulted the bird’s questionable parentage.

At the sound of trickling water ahead, his pulse slowed. The Goddess Aine’s fountain, at the northern tip of the vast formal gardens stretching north to south, signaled that home would be less than fifty paces away.

A delicate spray brushed his cheek, accompanied by a faint whiff of an enticing foreign fragrance. Shrugging off the mystery scent, he rounded the corner and stopped dead, frowning at the lane ahead lined by faculty residences. Every torch along this side branch of the Sword had been inexplicably extinguished, shrouding them in ever-deepening shadows.

Then he recalled Lady Acosta, head of the university, instituting this impediment in the summer, as a “necessary” cost-cutting measure. All torches but those along the Sword must be extinguished an hour after sundown.

Unfortunately, the faculty residences were built architecturally uniform in appearance, including his. They lined his right side, like armored Knights Templar in battle formation. Difficult to tell apart in daylight, and near impossible at night. He would have to count his steps to find his way home. No breadcrumbs to guide him. And tonight, of all nights, had to be cloudy.

He bemoaned not having brought a rushlight. He had crafted several this past summer. A time-consuming process, so he used them sparingly, hoping to extend their use over the looming winter months, when and if he needed to go out after dark. The last one he lit, and only half used, had vanished from where he could have sworn he’d left it, along with its wooden holder, by his front door.

He should have taken the time to search for it or fetch a new one from his storeroom, even if it meant he would be late for class. Releasing a deep-throated growl, he continued striding forward. He tapped his shoes on the cobblestones to ensure he stayed on a straight course without encroaching on the grassy verge on the right or the gardens to the left. Every ten steps, he cursed Lady Acosta.

A good dozen steps before his turnoff, a spark to his right caught his eye, and he stopped, frowning. Something glowed intermittently. A lightning bug? Perhaps a fae? 

His curiosity piqued, his pulse quickened, and he changed direction to explore this new fascination. He stretched out his free arm to warn him of unseen obstacles. Twenty paces later, a slender branch brushed his fingertips. He jerked away and then grinned as understanding sank in.

Since his arrival at Edensa University, students had playfully nicknamed this pathway, The Birch, for Kennard’s house alone had a tree outside its front door.

In his father’s castle, a stand of birches, with their silvery leaves whispering in the breeze, had awoken him each morning of his childhood. So, this was the first tree he’d planted to mark this residence as his. Ever since, this birch tree’s presence always beamed a Welcome home.

Despite diligently counting his steps, he had almost missed his turnoff. Thank heavens for the spark. Something flared again at the tree’s base. Ah, you’re the cause. He knelt, squinting at whatever had drawn him here. “What are you, little bright?”

His name flared in the darkness. Kennard of Grimm.

He had mail!

Kennard clutched at the packet, and a spell tingled across his palm. A sorcerer had indeed sent this, and he knew who and what this packet likely contained. Spirit soaring, he unlocked his front door and hurried inside, only pausing long enough to lock and bar the door. Clutching his books and package, he raced to his solar by memory and touch.

Setting his burdens on his writing desk, he lit a candle and settled into his chair. Grand to have light to see by again.

“Tala, I’m home!” His dragonet, hatched barely three moons ago, always bounded to greet him on his arrival home. Her tail-straight-up and ears-twitching entrances always revived him, no matter how weary the world had made him. 

Not tonight.

Across from his desk, the small hearth where Tala had hatched sat empty. Unlit, it would have been too cold for her taste. Also, she had grown too large to fit in there with comfort. His class had run unusually late tonight, so she had likely fallen asleep on his bed. Once asleep, she rarely stirred.

His shoulders sagged at her absence, but he’d see her soon. He leant forward, his focus switching to the mail packet. Fingers trembling, he unpacked the leather wrapping. Inside lay a small, flat wooden case. Holding his breath, he raised the lid. A rolled parchment lay atop a pair of spectacles.

This is it! Exactly what he had hoped to receive from his mentor. A means to prove, without causing alarm, the veracity of the stories he told about the existence of magical creatures all around them.

He’d seen such beings in his father’s forests, in villagers’ gardens, and within homes, even inside this fortress. Still, his father questioned his assertions. With these–he traced the metallic frame around the lenses–he could finally prove to his father, and others, the mistake of such insular thinking.

Lips pinched on his whoop-whoop, he unrolled the scroll.

Kennard of Grimm,

My clever young friend, behold the gift I promised. Be warned, though, these spectacles will only work for thee.

His heart plummeted. If these specs couldn’t show others what he could already see, his father would continue to lament his only son wasting his life teaching about a mythical world. A knot churned in his stomach, and with his deep disappointment weighing down his shoulders, his wearied breath fluttered the parchment. He read the next line.

Also, only use these in daylight. They are too dangerous for an unprotected, non-magical human to use at night.

The reminder of his non-magical status stung. He clenched the scroll. “And I daily practice my warrior training, and I have conquered many a menace.”

The allure of the forbidden beckoned. What all could these glasses show him? His fingers itched to try them on as his imagination exploded with endless possibilities.

No! He brought his rushing thoughts to a crashing halt. Only a fool ignored a sorcerer’s warning. Especially his mentor. He had waited this long, felt like his entire life, so he could wait one more night. At the thought of sleep, he yawned, and his tired gaze returned to the missive. He continued reading, hoping for more information about the mysterious specs.

Now, onto a more pressing matter. I bid thee to visit with me. It is time to take thy role in magical dealings seriously. The world grows more perilous, and thou must be cautious about how ye chronicle fantastical matters.

I have fashioned a special gift to foster this purpose, but I bid thee collect it in person. I cannot risk this treasure falling into the wrong hands. A protection spell will not suffice. Do not tarry.

Pleasant regards,

Niklaus of Reval

The missive burst into flames. Kennard hunted up a rag from his desk drawer and brushed off the ash from his hot fingertips. Then he grabbed his slate and chalk and, cleaning it off with his rag, he set to writing.

1) Ask for time off.

He counted on his fingertips. At least a fortnight to reach and return from Niklaus’s home. Lady Acosta would raise a stink. A terrible shame. For her.

2) Ask what good are specs that don’t work for others?

He re-read his second point. In a flash of temper, he had smeared the writing, making it barely legible. And he’d ground his chalk to half its size, pressing so hard on the slate. He groaned. If a student showed such untidiness, he would have chastised the culprit.

Setting down the chalk, he shook his hand until tension released its grip. In anger’s place, familiar gratitude for Niklaus’s support flooded in. Retrieving the chalk, he wrote slowly and lightly.

3) Thank Niklaus for his gifts.

This would be his first multi-day trip since Tala hatched. Taking her along might be unwise. She would likely terrify anyone they passed on the road. Yet, while away, he couldn’t leave her here alone, either. If bored, she might engineer a way out of his walled garden. And if Lady Acosta found a dragonet within university grounds, she might summon a sorcerer to remove the beast, or worse, summarily order Tala killed. He shook his head. Perhaps he could enlist someone he trusted to care for her here.

Reeve, the university’s gardener, instantly came to mind. Kennard trusted him. Meant letting Reeve in on his secret. He set his chalk and slate aside and picked up the specs. He had placed all his hopes on these. Tala’s presence could prove his point about the existence of magical beings, but he didn’t wish to endanger her or anyone else by making her presence known.

The hope of using the specs slain, he had to find another way to achieve his goal. He yawned, wider and longer. A good night’s sleep might give him clarity on these matters.

Returning the specs to their case, he shut the box and glanced over at the cupboard where he squirreled away all his illicit magical artifacts. Too weary to lug his war chest out of its hiding place and then return it, only to repeat the process come sunrise, he left the specs on his desk. His doors were locked, and with him home, they should be safe enough on his desk overnight. On the morrow, after trying them on, he would put them away properly.

He carried his lit candle as he strode to the pantry and set out a bowl of raw venison pieces for a midnight snack for Tala. Then he made his way upstairs to his bedroom, the day’s weariness settling on him with each step. “Evening, Tala.”

No response from the unmoving mound of sheets at the bottom of his bed. He’d tidied his sheets before leaving this morn, and she slept deeply.

He stripped and folded his clothes for a second use, laid them on top of the clothes chest, put on his nightshirt, blew out his candle, and flopped onto his feather mattress–a gift from his mother after he moved here.

He snuggled under the coverlet, his eyes already shutting as sleep beckoned. Just as darkness claimed him, he stretched his toes, searching for the warmth of a dragonet’s scales, and encountered chilly emptiness.

* * *
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Kennard snapped his eyes open. By the prodding of his internal timepiece, he always awoke at the same time every morn, even before the sun rose. He leapt out of bed, eager for the day to begin. Half the night, he’d been dreaming of those specs.

Bare toes curling on the cold floor, he glanced at his empty bed. Tala mustn’t have snoozed at his feet. “Tala?”

He shivered at the ominous silence. Lighting a candle, he set it on his night table, his gaze sweeping toward his cupboard. She used a corner of that space as her cave, having claimed it as her own. She’d hiss whenever he dared to approach it. Must be sulking in there now, because he returned home late last night.

Shaking his head at her temper, he washed and chose a clean linen shirt and woolen hose from inside the clothes chest. Then, layering for warmth, he donned the tunic and trousers from the previous day. Lips twitching with mischief, he then tiptoed to the cupboard and flung open the door.

Huh. Tala had stolen and stashed his half-used rushlight in here, still in its wooden holder. Alongside that rested one of his boots, with distinctive fang marks on the heel. From his most expensive pair! Ahhh! Besides those, she’d stacked gold coins in two perfect pillars. He’d left those coins in his purse in the solar. The little thief!

Beneath those items rested one of his cloaks, neatly folded. He had been reduced to using his last two spare ones. He grunted. For the past sennight, he’d appeared a veritable vagrant, reduced to switching between his last rumpled pair, no matter how carefully he hung them up.

But no dragonet.

“Tala!” he growled out the call.

He stood still, silent, ears attuned to the slightest sound. No response. His skin quivered. She loved his walled garden. One he’d specially designed as her playground, with Reeve’s help, by planting a score of trees. Other than the solar, his treed garden ranked as her favorite spot.

He lit a lantern from his candle and blew out the candle before hurrying downstairs. Cutting through the hall, he sidestepped the furniture. He stopped in the pantry, pulse hammering from his rush.

The bowl of food he’d left for Tala remained untouched. He swallowed past a thickened throat. He headed for his back door. Still pitch-black outside. The lantern light only showed a little ground ahead. No way to spot where Tala might be hiding in this long, well-planted garden.
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​​Chapter Two: The Boon
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From the moment Tala’s gaze met my brother’s, that little dragonet wove her magical way into his heart. There could be no untangling of them. And if he were ever to lose her, it would destroy him.

* * *
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“TALA!” The word echoed like a hollow wind from the three walls bordering Kennard’s yard.

“Hush up!” his neighbor groused, before a shutter slammed shut.

A few more grumbles came from the fae in the garden.

“Anyone seen Tala?” This time, he whispered his query, hoping they’d favor him with pertinent information.

Nary a yes among the muttering fae grouches.

His heart thudded like a death knell.

He blinked until his sight altered, showing pinpricks of light in various places stretching along the length of his enclosed garden, from his house to the rear west fortress wall. Likely fae or other magical creatures. None bright enough to be his dragonet. Goosebumps peppered his arms.

Where could she be? Kennard raised his lantern high and squinted at his dark back garden, mind numb. He’d planted his trees well away from the walls, making it hard for anyone to jump from one to the other. Also, Tala had grown a bit in the last few moons, but her wings remained too small for flight. So...had someone taken her?

Lady Acosta! The vindictive head of this university was thoroughly capable of raiding his home on a hunt for his hidden treasures. He’d often wondered if she’d done so before. It was the reason he hid his artifacts whenever he left home.

The possibility of Tala being taken burrowed under his skin like a hungry tick. Heat scorched his cheeks and swamped his ears. Returning his sight to normal, he went inside. Time to confront the vile fiend and demand she return what belonged to him. He strode through the storage space and then skidded to a halt at the doorway leading to his hall.

Tala, crouched on all fours, stood in the arched doorway.

Not killed. Not stolen. Not obviously wounded. 

Relief swept over him in an icy wave, as if he’d dunked his head underwater in midwinter. “Where have you been?”

The dragonet observed him with not a twinkle in her eyes or a smile on her snout.

“What’s amiss?” Another useless question. She couldn’t tell him. So, he studied her for signs of distress or illness.

A blue-green beauty with occasional flares of purple, her scales shone with good health. Still fairly small, about the size of a puppy, she barely topped his knee and only filled a small portion of the doorway. Her half-grown wings remained tucked behind her, and her tail whipped at her rear, side to side. Her snout twitched.

An approaching sneeze? He hoped not. The egg had not come with instructions on how to tend to a sick hatchling.

Using his foot, he nudged her full bowl forward. “Would you like something else?” He studied the closed door of his larder, running through what he had in there. “I can offer you a fowl leg.”

He swung back and discovered she’d fled.

“You scared me,” he whispered to the empty doorway.

No matter. He released his pent-up breath, and his shoulders sagged. He hadn’t lost her. His tense muscles loosened. Tala adored his solar. Their inner sanctum, where peace always prevailed. She must be headed there. He grabbed an apple from a nearby bowl and strode through the doorway. Now that the present crisis had proved to be a false alarm, visions of wearing his specs lured him onward. Though it was still dark. Might have to wait an hour or so.

He arrived at his solar with his lantern and half-chewed apple and stopped short. Volumes littered the floor. Sheets of parchment covered the green-patterned Persian carpet. And his war chest lay out in the open, on its side, and its invaluable contents strewn about.

Had robbers invaded his home after all? Could they still be here? Was that why Tala acted so odd? About to race out of his house to call on the university guards, his feet froze in place, keeping him rooted to this spot. 

​Something wasn’t right here. Holding his lantern high, he peered around the dim room, searching for discrepancies. Then he blinked until his special sight flared again, and he counted off his magical artifacts, strewn among the rushes on the carpeted floor like magical marbles. His pulse slowed from a race to a steady 𝑡ℎ𝑢𝑑-𝑡ℎ𝑢𝑑 with every number. Nine. Ten. Eleven. None missing. Thank the good Lord for that mercy.

He set his lantern on a side table by the doorway and, with his sight back to normal, continued his inventory. Tapestry over the hearth. Untouched. The opposite wall held his silver dagger, a gift from his father, after one of his Crusades. Tilted, but still here. And, atop the cupboard, his money pouch appeared half as empty, as it should. Tala had stashed the missing coins from his last lucrative assignment in her cave.

He leant out the doorway with the lantern to check his front door. The door appeared shut, and no cool breezes.

So, if not an intruder, and not a robbery, who then had made this mess? The obvious suspect had to be Tala. But he couldn’t picture her causing such chaos. He stood in the doorway, puzzled by her behavior.

Tala could be mischievous and affectionate at unexpected moments, but never destructive. Nor untidy. She was fastidious, like him. Since the night she hatched, for weeks, he had been her only example of another living being. So, she often mimicked him. His behaviors, his movements, his mannerisms.

The dragonet bounded past him then, generating a burn on his left calf. She skidded on the solar floor, sending rushes scattering in every direction. She soared atop his desk to alight squarely on a pile of books. The stack tilted, in imminent danger of toppling.

Kennard set the lantern on the side table with a clatter and pointed to the floor. “Down!”

Tala whirled atop his desk. Like a tiny tornado, she sent the volumes flying in every direction.

Seeing his books treated so ill took him back to when his mother donated his entire collection of lore to Edensa University, with no consideration for his wishes.

Tala finally stopped twirling atop his desk and stared at him, her wide eyes softening, as if she understood his pain. She couldn’t, of course. She didn’t know he’d screamed in denial over all of his texts, scrolls, and volumes about magical history being handed over summarily to the university.

His mother had been adamant. “If teaching about magic is what you wish to do, then this is the price.”

Movement on the desk drew his attention. A spinning blue volume sent the spectacle case skidding across the desk. It now sat tilting on the edge, on the verge of falling off. He sucked in his breath. Then the case fell.

Without thinking, he flung away his fruit and dove for the spectacle case, two-handed. The case hit his war chest and bounced past his reach to land on the twisted carpet with a soft thunk. He lay, arms outstretched, on his belly, hands empty. With a heavy sigh, he swept his gaze upward.

Tala stared from the desktop, her green eyes glinting.

With a huff, he grabbed the spectacle case and rose to his feet. A quick shake of the box confirmed no tinkling glass, and his shoulders unknotted.

Only one volume remained on the desk. Tala crouched over it, her claws curled around the blue leather binding, gripping the fragile pages, as if she never intended to let go.

The Life and Times of the Goddess Aine. Even though it had originally been his, this volume now belonged to the university. If he did not return it to the library on time and in pristine order, he would have to cover its cost. Such a payment would pauper him. He could even lose his position. His abdominal scar pained, and he absently rubbed the area.

Shutting his eyes, he took a slow breath, expecting to hear paper being shredded like his prospects. No such sound occurred, so he opened one eye and then the other.

Tala observed him with an enigmatic, unreadable look.

Tussling for the book with her would risk damaging it. Hoping she’d tire of this game, he retrieved the other fallen volumes, scanning their titles. Dangerous Beasts. Creatures of the Underworld. Wars of King Naga.

Wℎ𝑎𝑐𝑘-𝑤ℎ𝑎𝑐𝑘-𝑤ℎ𝑎𝑐𝑘. Tala’s scaled tail thumped the desktop. She hadn’t shifted off the book, nor torn it, nor done anything to harm it. She simply sat there as if laying claim to the tome.

“You sit on a rare and prized volume, Tala. A gift from Larissa.” His lips twitched at the reminder. On his first encounter with the sorceress, he’d been a lowly lad of eighteen. She’d been...well, who knew her age, for a sorcerer’s life could span many normal lifetimes. She’d appeared a shapely, bewitching eighteen to his star-struck gaze.

The sorceress had visited his father’s castle to check on Kennard’s collection of lore. Seemed his fame for having the best manuscripts and tomes about magical folklore had even reached Bernada. His life made an abrupt about-face from then on, for she’d transformed from book enthusiast to his lover in a matter of a few moons.

Having private quarters where she could visit without his family’s knowledge might have played a small part in his decision to apply for a master’s position at Edensa University. Almost worth the price of surrendering his lifelong collection of books on magic to secure it.

“That book is an invaluable biography. There are only three of its kind. More importantly, Larissa gifted it to me.”

The dragonet tilted her head, as if she listened to his soothing tone, but then she gripped the blue book tighter.

She had landed on a pile of books, yet only kept this one. His pulse quickened, and he inched closer. He knew what this book meant to him. What did it mean to Tala?

He searched his mind for the little he knew about dragon behavior. The Bernadian sorcerers fiercely guarded such knowledge. Even Larissa had kept mum about dragons. He doubted any of them had ever raised one, though.

In the future, he might have a thing or two to teach them about such beasts. Chuckling at the delicious concept, he righted a stool and set the volumes he’d picked up on it before extending his hand. “Do you want to show me something in there? Is it special to dragons?”

His fingers touched the volume, and the dragonet and the book vanished. He gulped. Dragons could disappear? And she’d taken that priceless book with her.

“Kennard!” The sharp word bounced off the walls.​

The voice came from within his home. His pulse ramping, he swung toward the solar door.

Reeve strode into the room carrying a lit lantern, his hair askew, his clothes unkempt, and his eyes wide open. Despite his heightened tone, he appeared in no more disarray than usual.

Kennard’s alert level settled. “Did a student make water on one of your shrubs?” He leant sideways to see beyond the elder gardener’s sturdy form. “And how did you get in?”

Reeve pointed a thumb over his shoulder and set his lantern down on the desktop. “You left the front door wide open.”

He shook his head, about to deny having done any such thing, when Reeve’s red-rimmed eyes registered. Hmmm. More than a shrubbery disaster. “What’s amiss?”

“They’ve arrested Derrick.” Reeve grabbed his forearm in a punishing grip. “They’ve accused him of murder!”

Kennard shook off the hold, his brain muddling with so many mysteries in quick succession. Anyway, Reeve’s son wouldn’t step on ants building a castle on his portico. “Who are they? And who is he supposed to have killed?”

“The university guards dragged him out of bed, saying he killed Elspera.”

Kennard staggered. His best student was dead?

“Are you listening?” Reeve’s thunderous voice registered, reining in his thoughts. “My son is to be hanged!”

Losing Elspera crushed Kennard, but his son’s death would end Reeve. Kennard took a shuddering breath. Panicking alongside his friend served neither of them. He opened and shut his fists, needing time to think. Straightening another toppled stool, he patted it. “Sit. Let’s talk this through.”

“No time.” Reeve paced around the room, stepping over fallen items. “Lady Acosta arrested Derrick, and a hanging gallows is being built outside the drawbridge. The guards whisper of a sunset execution. This day! You must speak to her. Make her reconsider.”

Kennard recoiled from such a drastic course. “No. Lady Acosta hates me. My pleading will probably get Derrick’s execution brought forward. What evidence has she amassed against your son?”

Reeve halted before him. “A lad discovered Elspera sprawled inside the fountain.”

“Goddess Aine’s fountain?” His narrowed gaze flew to his desk, where Tala had absconded with his blue book about the goddess’s life.

“Of course,” Reeve said in a long-suffering tone. “It’s the only fountain in the fortress.”

He shook his head, shelving that intriguing connection for later. “What about Elspera’s maid?”

“Don’t know where she is. No one’s seen her. Since it’s common knowledge that my son’s keen on Elspera, and because the fountain is closest to my cottage, they searched it. Derrick had hung wet clothes on a hook, and they decided it was evidence enough of his guilt.”

“Not good.” Kennard rubbed his chin, his thoughts whirling. “I don’t understand the hurry to execute. Lady Acosta is mean-spirited and miserly, but she’s fair-handed in matters of law and meting out justice.”

Reeve crinkled his nose. “The lady’s expecting a high-born benefactor on the morrow. She cannot afford a scandal and wants a quick end to this unpleasantness. She will certainly not accommodate my wish to protect my kin.”

Kennard’s stomach seared at such callousness, but another concern reared. “You’re forgetting something. We know Derrick would never kill Elspera. It’s not in his character to hurt anyone. So, who did?”

“Did you not hear me? They’re going to hang my son this night. We must free Derrick. Then we can worry about the killer.” He paused, eyes downcast, but flicking beneath his eyelids. “I can’t break him out of jail. The dungeons are impenetrable.” His gaze rose with an unspoken plea. “You’re my only hope. I have no one else to turn to.”

Reeve referred to a subject neither of them broached.

Kennard’s insides churned to admit his lack aloud. The topic brushed against a wasted childhood of wishing for the impossible. Yet, Reeve needed to hear him admit to his failing, or he wouldn’t accept the truth of it. “The best sorcerers have tested and found me wanting in magical ability. I’ll never be a sorcerer. Which is why I’m not teaching in Bernada. Only sorcerers are allowed in the sorcerers’ kingdom. I don’t even have enough magic to be a lowly mage or a hearth witch. So, I cannot cast a spell to save your son.”

“We have to do something.” Reeve’s broken voice sounded dead, as if his last hope had been dashed.

He braced a firm arm across Reeve’s stooped shoulders. “We still have one path left. Prove Derrick couldn’t have committed this crime. Better yet, find the murderer.”

Reeve flicked his arm away. “I’ve no time to waste on unreal expectations!”

He had a point. Sunset would be upon them in a blink. “We should locate Elspera’s maid. My mam paid for her to accompany Elspera to school. Last night, the two left together.”

He winced. How could Elspera be dead? Like most of his students, she had barely seen fourteen summers. She would miss his test. A chasm opened, robbing him of speech. “Where is the body?”

“I helped carry it to the infirmary.” Reeve slumped onto the stool he’d rejected earlier. “We woke up the infirmarian, but he couldn’t do anything for her
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