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Chapter 1
“Try again,” Will ordered, his voice firm.  Selene began the spell again, but as the construct neared completion, Will spoke up once more.  “Stop.”  Her construct froze in place, the next rune wavering in the air as she tried to slot it into its position.  Her brows knitted together as she strove to finish the task.

The tip of her tongue emerged from the side of her mouth, and her face twisted into a strange expression, but nothing happened.  “It feels like the all the turyn turned to solid stone,” she complained.  The runes of her construct began to slowly wink out as the spell unmade itself piece by piece.  “How are you doing that?” she growled in frustration.

“It’s my spell,” said Will smugly.  “It’s only natural—I can do whatever I want with it.”  Lifting one hand, he beckoned toward the spell construct as though it were a person, and it drifted toward him obediently, as though it were a dog rather than simple energy.

“No,” Selene snapped, moving between him and the traitorous spell.  Her hands reached out to it and the spell construct shivered.

Will whistled in admiration, then added, “That’s it.  I can feel you pulling at it.”  For a moment, the spell paused, and it seemed that Selene might regain control, then it slipped through her fingers and passed completely through her body on its way to Will’s open palm.  He spun it in place for a second, then dismissed the runes, causing them to scatter into shimmering sparks that soon faded.

She stared at him in frustration for a moment.  “That’s so unfair.  I learned magic before you did.”

“But you weren’t a third-order wizard.”

Her eyes narrowed.  “I am now, supposedly.”

“I started down this path before you did,” Will replied.  “It’s to be expected that you’ll have to play catchup for a while.  Whether you’ll be stronger or not”—he shrugged—“who knows?”

“What determines that?”

“According to Arrogan, it depends on several factors:  the wizard’s order, time, practice, and their native talent.”

“You mean their stubbornness.”

Will grinned.  “I said that too, but the old man said that it isn’t really the same as the personality trait.  It isn’t really skill either.  While it seems to become stronger as you practice, a wizard can be highly skilled but still not have the same strength of will as someone less skilled.”

She nodded.  “Like when you took that spell away from Ethelgren.”

“He was really strong,” said Will, “but it might be that I’m just naturally gifted with a high degree of magical stubbornness.”  He stared at her for a moment, secretly admiring the shape of her ever so faintly crooked nose.  No one would dare mention the tiny flaw in the symmetry of her features, but Will found it endlessly attractive for reasons he couldn’t name.  He reengaged his brain, hoping she wouldn’t notice the lapse.  “I know how unfair it feels though, having your magic suppressed.  I felt the same way facing the demon-lord, not to mention the lich.”

Selene chewed her lip for a moment, thinking.  “At least you had your, what did you call it before, resistance?”

Will nodded.  “You have it too.  They call it resistance, but it’s just a function of having a strong will.  Control weakens with distance, so even a really powerful wizard has trouble making their turyn directly affect another wizard.  Unless they’re really close, I suppose.”

She raised one brow.  “Define close.”

He used a simple spell to create a floating ball of fire, then directed it slowly toward her.  It burned steadily until it was within a few inches of her skin, then the flames began to falter as the turyn feeding them began to unravel.  “I’m a few feet away, but it’s right next to you,” said Will.  “My distance and your proximity make it difficult for me to force it to do something you wouldn’t want.  Physical harm is something we always strive to avoid at a level far below conscious thought, so your will is even stronger when it comes to being burned.”

“Thank goodness for that.”

Will moved closer, until their faces were just a few inches apart.  “But now I’m just as close and the distance is no longer much of an advantage.”  He pressed the flame closer, and it burned brighter, causing the hairs on her arm to curl and smoke.  Selene refused to flinch, but her nostrils flared as the heat against her skin began to become painful.  A faint hiss escaped her lips.

Rather than relent as she had expected, an evil light came into Will’s eyes, and his gaze became intense.  The fire brushed against her, and Selene felt her skin begin to burn.  “Will, stop!”

The fire fizzled and died, but Will merely smiled.  “Not bad.”

She backed up a step and rubbed her arm.  It was red and some of the hair was gone, but the skin wasn’t actually seared.  She gave him a hard look.  “You went too far.  You would have burned me for real if you had kept going.”

His expression was smooth and even.  “I didn’t stop.  You did that.”

She gaped at him.  “And if I hadn’t?”

“You’d have to do some healing, or get me to practice mine.”

“That isn’t funny.  You know burns aren’t easy to heal.  Do you want to leave me with scars?”

Will grimaced, and a faint look of apology crossed his features, but it vanished just as quickly.  “I’d still love you the same.  It’s more important to me to know you’re safe.”

“From everyone but my husband, apparently,” she said sourly.

“From me too,” he amended.  “Just remember, force effects can’t be stopped the same way.”

“I’m still practicing the point-defense spell, but I don’t know when I’ll be able to reflex cast it.”  She gave him an inquisitive look.  “How’s your own practice going?  You haven’t said much lately.”

He frowned.  “Slowly.”

“Maybe you should spend more time with our students rather than keep beating your head against the wall practicing.”

“And do what?  They can’t do anything right now but adjust to the compression.  I’ve set their exercises and check on them daily.  Aside from that, all I can do is provide a good example and hone my own skills.”

There was a subtle sense of approval visible in her gaze, but her words were challenging.  “You’re seeking more power.  Is that really necessary?  You can reflex cast more spells than any wizard or sorcerer alive today, and your strength of will is almost too much to believe.  Why push for more?”

He was familiar with her devil’s advocate conversational style, and he knew her questions were merely meant to reaffirm his choices.  In the past, such tricks would have annoyed him, either because of his own naivety or because it showed manipulative intentions on the part of the speaker.  From Selene, it actually soothed his nerves, because he trusted her down to his bones.  The little debates she sparked served to help him examine himself and ensured the two of them were still in line with each other regarding their plans for the future.

“I do want more power,” he said honestly.  “What I have isn’t enough.  It will never be enough, not as long as creatures like Grim Talek exist.  If he were to appear now, I could do little to protect anyone, except maybe myself, and even that is questionable.”

“You can’t protect everyone.”

“Without power I can’t protect anyone.  The more I can do, the more options I have, even in the worst situations.”

A faint motion beside the open doorway at the far end of the hall they were practicing in might have alerted a wary person to the presence of a possible observer, but neither Will nor Selene seemed to notice.  “You won’t need any of that for our plan, and once Lognion is dead our greatest threat will be gone.”

“I’ll need it for our cover plan to be credible.”

She paused, then nodded.  “You’re right.”

Will smirked.  “You just wanted to hear me say it, but I know you’re just the same.  You’ve been working yourself hard every spare moment you get.  Together we’ll survive this.”

Her faced showed pride for a moment, then uncertainty crept back into her expression.  “Seeing your confidence makes me feel better.”

“Confidence, or ambition?”

“In my world they’re practically the same thing,” she answered.  “I know you don’t really want any of this, but I’m not sure of myself.”

Will laughed.  “You’re all of it.  My contribution is negligible.  Have you made contact with all of them yet?”

She nodded.  “It’s all under the table, but most of them have given subtle hints that they’ll fall in line should the power structure suddenly have a dramatic shift.”  She saw Will relax, but then hurried to add, “It doesn’t mean anything, though.  The lords pay attention to the direction of the wind better than any sailor.  If there’s any hint of weakness, they’ll toss me to the wolves.”

“Us,” he corrected.

Her eyes met his.  “That’s why you’re so important to this.  They need a bigger wolf to strike enough fear in them that they don’t step out of line.”

“We’re still aiming for the week before the Winter Ball?”

Selene frowned.  “That’s the decoy plan.  We move a few days before that.”

“I misspoke,” said Will.  “That’s what I meant.  I’m still nervous, though.”

“About what?  You don’t have to do much.”

“The timing.  Maybe we should wait.”

Her eyes flashed a warning.  “We can’t wait.  It has to happen as soon as possible, and this is the best we can manage.  If we delay, you won’t be around to see whether it works or not.”

“But the information we have indicates the king won’t act until the spring…”

“That’s his decoy plan,” hissed Selene.  “That’s the only reason we learned about it, to lull us into a false sense of security.  If we were well informed enough to peel back all the layers, there’s a second plan, likely sooner, but even it won’t be the main one.  It’ll just be a backup, and something completely different than the primary plan.  The one he intends to kill you with will be much sooner and something so simple you won’t expect it.”

Will rubbed his temples.  “This is all too devious.  It makes my head hurt.”

“That’s why you did so well in the war.  Complicated plans fall apart.  You kept yours simple and to the point.  Father knows that too, which is why the real plan will be the simplest one.  Don’t try to figure it all out.  You’ll put yourself at risk of making a mistake.  Let me handle the intrigue.”

He raised one brow.  “You think you’re tricky enough to outsmart him?  You weren’t able to lie to him, just like everyone else.”

“I grew up under his thumb.  I couldn’t lie to him, but don’t underestimate me.  I hid plenty from him.”

A new voice reached them from outside the hall.  “What are you doing?”  They both recognized it as Tabitha’s.

“Bringing them the news,” said Laina.

“Then go in, or better yet, I’ll tell them myself,” said Tabitha.  A moment later, she strode through the open archway and began walking toward them.  Laina followed a step behind her.

“I didn’t want to interrupt,” said Laina in a low voice.

“More likely you were eavesdropping,” replied Tabitha from the side of her mouth.  Her voice was soft, but Will had enhanced his hearing and could easily pick out the words.

“That’s your hobby, not mine,” growled Laina, but there was a sheepish look on her face when she met Will’s gaze.

He glanced at Selene, then back at his two sisters.  Selene wouldn’t have been able to hear what had been said, but he could tell her later.  With a smile, he greeted them.  “Some news afoot?”

Laina scowled, and her mouth opened but her younger sister cut her off.  “Mother needs me at home.  Do you mind?” asked Tabitha.

Laina showed almost nothing outwardly, but Will felt a ripple run through her.  Their connection was almost imperceptible most of the time, but standing this close he could almost feel her emotions.  Tabitha had surprised her.  “You’re still adjusting to the second compression,” Will stated.  “I don’t know if this is a good time.”

“I already feel close to normal again and it will only be a couple of weeks,” said his sister, calmly making her case.  “I’ll be back long before you’re willing to let me try the third compression.”

He felt another ripple of disbelief from Laina.  Or was it more than that?  Will glanced over to look in the older sister’s eyes.  Does she think Tabitha is lying?  Laina looked down, but Will addressed her anyway, “What do you think?”

Laina’s chin came up, and her fire returned.  “If we’re being honest, this is a terrible time.  Tabitha should remain here.”

“Why do you need to go home?” asked Selene.  “Is Agnes well?”

“She’s fine,” said Tabitha quickly.  “If you don’t mind, I’d rather not say.  It’s a private matter.”

Laina’s anger was simmering like an overheated pot left on the fire too long.  Will imagined he could almost feel heat radiating around her.  “We could talk about it,” suggested Selene.  “I hope you know you can trust us with—”

“It’s a family matter,” said Tabitha brusquely.  Her tone became apologetic almost immediately after, and she hastened to add, “Not that I don’t think of you as family, but this isn’t mine to share.”  She cast a hopeful gaze at Will.

“I suppose it will be all right,” he said slowly.  “As long as you don’t overwork yourself and you make sure you return within two weeks.”

Tabitha looked relieved, but Laina’s agitation rose to new heights.  “If you’ll excuse me then, I need to go pack,” said Tabitha.  After Selene nodded, she turned away, but Laina made no move to leave.  Tabitha looked back.  “Laina if you don’t mind, I could use your help.”

Will expected a snappy response, but Laina kept her composure.  “Of course.”

Moments later, the two of them were out of the room.  Selene looked at Will.  “What did you make of that?”

“Laina’s mad, and she knows Tabitha isn’t telling the full truth.”

“I could tell that much,” she responded pertly.  “What do you think it could be?”

He shrugged.  “I don’t have to wonder.  Laina will tell me later.”

“Or she’ll tell me,” Selene returned with a smirk.

Will gave her a challenging look.  “I’m her brother.”

His wife lifted her chin in response.  “She’s my best friend.”

He lifted one brow.  “We’ve shared souls.”

“You’re also a boy.  I suspect this may be something she’d prefer to discuss with her own kind.”

“I was a girl for a while,” he argued, but Selene rose on her toes and nipped his jawline in a surprise move that startled him—as well as starting a chain reaction of other physiological responses.  “Are you trying to win by distracting me?”

“It’s only fair.  You started it.”

That surprised him.  “How?”

She eyed him up and down.  “Standing there like that, square-shouldered and confident, plus look at what you’re wearing.”  Selene shook her head.  “You’re obviously trying to distract me.”

He laughed.  “These are my practice clothes—and might I remind you, you’re the one who chooses my wardrobe these days.”

“But you’re the one who wears them like that.”  She paused, then clucked her tongue at him in mock disapproval.  “Such a wanton, and now you remind me you were a girl for a short time.  Poor Laina.  She’s lucky she got her body back so quickly.  Who knows what someone like you would have done with it?”






Chapter 2
The next day, Will was sitting at his desk, which was situated in an exotic room that seemed to have more in common with a balcony than an office.  There was a roof over it, but two walls of the room were taken up by massive double doors that were kept open when the weather was nice.  As a result, the room was supplied with a pleasant breeze and plenty of light, plus the scent of the greenery outside.

He didn’t actually have much in the way of paperwork.  Blake was much better at that, so most of Will’s time in the office was spent on other matters, and lately that mainly consisted of him working his way through the secrets of the Wayfarer’s Society.  As part of the new accord, his grandmother had turned over copies of everything she had learned when she found their hidden vault.  Some of that Will had shared with Wurthaven, allowing them to begin constructing a teleport beacon in Cerria as well as another in Myrsta.  When finished, the two beacons would enable easy teleportation between the two sister nations that had recently been unified.

The construction of the beacons involved complex theories and advanced artifice that were beyond his current skills, but he was learning.  Master Courtney and the researchers at Wurthaven were the ones making the real effort, but Will didn’t see any reason he shouldn’t at least learn as much as possible.  More importantly, there were other facets of transportation magic, which would prove invaluable to any magic user who could master them.

The first and most obviously valuable information gained was regarding the base teleportation spell itself.  That spell hadn’t been lost, but without the beacons, it had become mostly useless for long distance travel, or so most had believed.  The knowledge left behind by the Wayfarer’s Society contradicted that common wisdom.

While the teleportation spell was still taught at Wurthaven, to those who bothered to learn it, it was severely limited in its application because the caster could only travel to a location they could see.  Add to that the spell wasn’t just ninth- or even tenth-order, it was considered twelfth-order, which was really just a short way to state that a spell was too complex for a person to memorize, much less construct and cast in a reasonable length of time.

The few modern wizards who had learned it only memorized sections of it, and they referred to the written text while constructing the spell in order to complete it without mistakes.  As a result, it took extensive practice to master and took nearly a quarter of an hour to cast.  Combined with the line-of-sight limitation, the spell had become little more than a magical curiosity in modern times.

According to Arrogan, during the days when the beacons had still been active, a few highly accomplished wizards within the Wayfarer’s Society had used the spell often enough to actually become able to reflex cast it, but none of them had been third-order wizards.  That had seemed strange, so Will had asked, “Why not?”

“The founder was a second-order wizard named Flandry.  He was well before my time, but according to most he was highly ambitious and never quite got over the fact that he never got the opportunity to try the third compression during his apprenticeship.”

“Why not?”

“His master was second-order.  I told you before, most teachers wouldn’t train their students beyond their own capability.  There were only a few third-order wizards at any given time, so for the most part, only their students were given the chance to try.  Anyway, back to Flandry—he was jealous of those who exceeded him in raw power, so he was always driven to prove his superiority.  He had a notoriously short temper and gained a reputation for threatening other wizards who argued with him.”

Will frowned.  “That doesn’t seem wise.”

His grandfather chuckled.  “He had balls, though that’s hardly unique.  What was unique about him was that Flandry was able to follow up on his threats.  He gained fame for challenging a third-order wizard to a duel and killing the man.”

“Really?  Was his will that strong?”

“For a second-order wizard, it was undoubtedly exceptional, and the wizard he fought was an enchanter, so he probably wasn’t the strongest third-order wizard Flandry could have tackled, but Flandry won through skill, not strength.”

Will knew from his experience with Ethelgren that his grandfather didn’t have a lot of respect for wizards who relied too much on relics and enchantments instead of developing their natural spellcasting abilities.  “Skill?  If the other wizard was third-order, wouldn’t he just suppress Flandry’s spells?”

“You can’t suppress force spells.  Flandry practiced—obsessively—and his opponent didn’t.  The end result wasn’t just a win, but what the courts decided was effectively a murder.  Since it was a duel, the sentence was rather lenient, but Flandry spent twenty years in prison.”

“Twenty years is lenient?”

“It is when you might live to be three-hundred,” replied Arrogan.  “He was second-order, remember?  Anyway, it worked out well for everyone.  During his incarceration Flandry couldn’t do much but he was still obsessed with regaining his freedom and proving his superiority.  He spent most of that time working on the foundations of teleportation and travel magic.”

“He created the teleport spell to escape?”

Arrogan snorted.  “Maybe, but he didn’t.  He waited until the day he was supposed to be released and teleported out of his cell.  He made sure they saw him do it, just as a way of letting the authorities know he could have left whenever he pleased.  He really became famous after that, and over the next year he founded the Wayfarer’s Society, and they began building beacons in every major city—but he would never let third-order wizards join, nor would he teach them any of his secrets.”

“Wow,” said Will.  “I guess he had the last laugh.”

“Not really,” said the ring.  “The mother of the wizard he killed wasn’t too happy about his success after prison.  She killed him just a few years after he was released.”

“Was she a wizard too?”

“She was, but she didn’t use magic to kill him.  She just walked straight up to him, and before he knew what was what, she shoved a fillet knife through his chin and into his brain.  He died almost instantly, but from what people used to say, she kept at him for a while.  People could hardly recognize him by the time they pulled her off of him.”

The memory of Selene repeatedly stabbing Bug after his nearly successful assassination attempt flashed into Will’s mind, causing him to shiver.  “I’ve seen that sort of fury a few times.”

“Then you should also know that a wizard has to keep their cool.  A knife is one thing, but if you lose your mind with magic, a lot more people could get hurt.”

Will had lost control of himself a few times already.  Each time had resulted in spectacular destruction, and he considered it almost a miracle that he hadn’t done something so bad he couldn’t live with himself.  “I’ll keep that in mind,” he answered.

“Do.  That’s why she used a knife.  Back when wizards were more common, that was one of the big rules.  Never use magic when angry.”

“You didn’t teach me that one.”

Arrogan laughed.  “Well, it’s wise to keep your cool, but we usually get angry for a reason.  If I’d followed that rule, a lot more bad things would have happened than did.  Try to stay calm and rational, that’s my best advice.  I wouldn’t have taught you to begin with if I thought you were prone to fits of rage.”

Will felt uncomfortable thinking about it.  During the recent war, he’d lost his temper on several occasions, and he still wasn’t certain if the end result was justifiable.  He ended the conversation and went back to studying the books in front of him. It was shortly after that when he learned the reason why the wizards of the Wayfarer’s Society had been able to reflex cast the teleportation spell.

“It isn’t the same spell,” he muttered to himself in astonishment.  The spell outlined on the page in front of him was less than half the length of the standard teleportation spell he had seen in the library.  He didn’t have a copy of it in his personal journals, but he was certain that the spell in front of him now was not only shorter, but much simpler.  But why?

He considered asking Arrogan, but recalling the previous conversation gave him a pretty good guess.  Flandry deliberately made the public version difficult to use, thought Will.  The spell laid out before him now was complex, but not so complex that he couldn’t memorize it.  It was probably around sixth- or seventh-order in complexity, and Will had already mastered other more difficult magics.  There was no reason he couldn’t do the same with this one.

Being able to cast it relatively quickly would be handy in certain situations, and if he could eventually reflex cast it, then it would be immensely useful both in combat and when traveling, unless the energy cost was extremely high.  He’d have to practice with it to know for sure.  The line-of-sight limitation was still a problem, but as he read further, it seemed that some of the members of the Wayfarer’s Society could teleport great distances—without having a beacon to target.

Unfortunately, the text didn’t explicitly state how that was done.  It laid out the necessary qualities for a teleport beacon to operate successfully and then casually mentioned an alternative at the end.  “Of course, those who have mastered the gates of the mind may see places beyond the eye and travel farther than those who have not.”

Will stared at the page in frustration until he realized he was growling at the book.  He pushed it away with a sigh and stared at the ceiling.  “But how, damn it?”  Glancing up, he saw a startling pair of bright viridian eyes staring at him from the open balcony doors.  Will froze.

A grey cat was sitting quietly in a bright spot where the sunlight pooled on the floor.  It met his gaze calmly for a long minute, then casually began licking one paw to groom its face.  Will’s heart was pounding in his chest, but after his mind started working again, he felt a wave of disappointment wash over him.

It wasn’t the goddamn cat.  This cat was similar in appearance, but it had longer hair and a flowing white ruff under its chin as well as white stockinged feet.  A few seconds later, he realized it was also probably female, judging by the head.  He studied the cat’s turyn for a moment, just to be sure, but there was nothing out of the ordinary to be seen.

It’s just a regular cat, he told himself.  Or is it?  The goddamn cat had also appeared completely normal most of the time—until it was necessary to be otherwise.  “Hello?”

The cat ignored his greeting, seemingly being absorbed in her afternoon bath.

“Have we met before?” asked Will.

His visitor declined to respond.

“Can you talk?”  He had to ask, though he felt foolish even as he did.

The cat looked up, and almost as if she was responding deliberately, opened her mouth and trilled at him.  Will sat back in his chair and let out his pent-up breath.  Of course, she’s just a normal cat, he thought.  Something wet rolled down his face, and he lifted one arm to wipe his cheek with the sleeve.

He took control of himself then and sat up straight again.  “I shouldn’t be rude, should I?” he said, directing his words at the cat.  “Wait right there.  I’ll be back.”  He half expected the cat to vanish the moment he stood up, but she stayed put.  Heading out the door, he went downstairs and hurried to the kitchen.

There were plenty of things there that one could offer a cat, but Will chose a large piece of ham left over from the previous day’s evening meal and cut it into what he thought would be bite-sized bits.  Jeremy, the cook that Selene had hired, watched him curiously but said nothing.  Will scooped the meat trimmings into one hand and left without explanation, then jogged back upstairs.

“She’ll probably be gone when I get there,” he told himself.  Strange cats were usually rather skittish.  He was surprised to see the cat sitting on his desk when he returned.  She appeared completely at ease.  “Did I leave a mess on your desk?” he asked.

The female cat merely looked at him and trilled once more, sending a warm feeling through his chest.  I’ve been bewitched, he decided silently, expecting her to run as soon as he approached.  She didn’t, though, and after he had regained his seat, he opened his hand and dumped the small pile of meat trimmings onto his desk.  Selene would have been horrified to see him put food directly on the lacquered wood, but she wasn’t present.

“Don’t tell anyone I forgot to bring a bowl,” Will cautioned his guest as she began to nibble at the food.  He didn’t attempt to pet her, fearing it might frighten her away, so he stayed silent and watched her eat.

She seemed in remarkable shape for a stray, well-groomed and slim without seeming underfed or scrawny.  “Do you live around here?” he asked.  “Has someone been feeding you?”

The cat paused and gave him a look that somehow conveyed annoyance, then resumed her feast.

“Of course not,” Will agreed.  “You’re far too smart and independent for that.  I hope you’ll forgive my impudence in offering you food.  Clearly you aren’t a beggar.”

The cat finished half of what he had put down, then stopped and gave him a serious look.  Will kept still.  After a long pause, she first sniffed his hand, then moved closer and stretched her neck so she could bring her nose close to his.  Will felt warm air as she snuffled and sniffed, then he jumped when she suddenly sneezed in his face.

The cat bolted, and after he had blinked and regained his composure, she was nowhere to be seen.  Will deflated slightly, feeling disappointed, though he wasn’t really sure what he had expected.  Then, without warning, the door to his study opened and Laina strode in without warning.  She closed the door quietly behind her.

Will and his sister stared at one another for half a minute, neither saying a word, until finally she asked, “Don’t you have anything to say?”

He covertly drew a handkerchief from a desk drawer and wiped his face, unsure if there was any visible snot on it.  He doubted it though.  Laina would have said something.  “You came to see me,” he stated, wondering at her meaning.

“I thought you’d start badgering me after yesterday,” she declared.

“Is there something you want to tell me?”

“No.”  Her tone was flat and final.

“Something about Tabitha?”

“No.”

Will shrugged.  “Then there’s no point.”  He changed the subject, “How are you adjusting to the second compression?  You seem to have recovered faster than the others.”  Because the king already had his magical claws on her soul, Laina was the only one who Will had been unable to use the heart-stone enchantment on to facilitate the first compression.  Given the fact that Laina was already an accomplished spellcaster, the task of learning to compress her source should have been virtually impossible, yet she had somehow managed it through sheer stubborn pride.

Laina’s eyes flashed with pride for a second, but the expression was quickly replaced by annoyance.  “It probably runs in the family,” she responded.  “Aren’t you curious?”

“About what?”  Will kept his face studiously blank, knowing it would aggravate her.

“About—” Laina’s mouth froze, and she seemed to struggle with something for a moment, then she closed her lips and recomposed herself.  “You know what I’m referring to.”

He knew she meant her sister’s return to the capital, but for some reason Laina didn’t want to state it outright.  “I can guess,” said Will.  “But I trust you to tell me if there’s something I need to know.  I won’t pry.”

“That’s a relief,” she answered, her voice stony.

She’s really upset, thought Will, wondering at what she really wanted.  Because of that, he was already watching Laina carefully when she suddenly sprang at him, hand outstretched.  She was trying to catch hold of him, to bring her skin into contact with his.

He reacted instinctively, but somehow still avoided the more violent options that had lately become all too easy for him.  Rather than put a shield in front of her hand or face, which might have resulted in a painful injury, he put one beneath her leading foot as she lunged, causing her to trip and pitch forward across his desk.  She started to twist, but Will leaned over and put one hand on the middle of her back, pinning her down.  When Laina flailed at him with her bare hand, he caught her wrist, keeping his hand above the cuff of her sleeve to avoid direct contact.

“Just let me touch you!” she barked in frustration.  “You know you want to!”

“It’s too dangerous.  We agreed on that,” he snapped back.  “You’re stronger than this.”

“That’s not—!”  Laina’s voice cut off, replaced by a growl of frustration.  “Let me up, I won’t do anything.”  Her body relaxed.  “Your desk smells like ham.”

Will started to let go, but then a glimmer of metal caught his eye.  “What’s this?”  Forcibly turning her wrist, he saw an unfamiliar ring on her hand.  It was remarkable for being cheaply made, probably of tin, but what really shocked him was the oily-looking needle mounted on the inside of the band.  It was clearly an assassin’s tool.  “Where’d you get this ring?”

“What ring?”

Without further ado, Will attached a source-link and paralyzed his sister before recovering his handkerchief and using it to carefully remove the ring from her hand.  That accomplished, he released the spell and watched as Laina straightened up.  Her eyes grew wide with shock as she saw the ring he held.  “No.  How?  That’s not why I came.  You know me better than that.”

“Why did you come then?” he demanded.

A host of emotions seemed to storm across her face, but fear wasn’t one of them.  “I need to tell you—”  Once again, Laina’s words stopped, but this time she refused to give up.  Her frame began to shiver and shake, and her jaw worked up and down until Laina’s eyes rolled up into her head.  Blood trickled from her nose.

“Stop, damn it!” Will shouted.  “You’re killing yourself.  Just stop.”

Her only answer was a frightening series of choking noises.  Worried for her life, Will paralyzed his sister once more, and then working from within, he forced her throat muscles to relax.  Once he was sure she could breathe, he constructed a sleep spell and sent her into unconsciousness.

As gently as he could, he moved Laina to the floor and checked her over, both for injuries—and for more weapons or poison.  Using his sleeve, he wiped away the bits of ham and fat that were stuck to her cheek.  He should be furious.  Will wanted to be angry, but all he felt was emptiness and despair.

“You’ve got a lot to answer for, Lognion,” he muttered.  “I was going to kill you anyway, but I’ll be twice as happy to do so now.  Trying to use my own flesh and blood to murder me—that’s a bridge too far.”

Once he’d had a few moments to think, Will slipped one arm beneath her shoulders and the other under her knees and lifted her into his arms.  The door was awkward, since he’d forgotten to open it first, but he managed.  He sent the first servant he encountered to find Selene and ask her to meet him, then he carried his sister back to her room.






Chapter 3
“We’re missing something,” said Selene, worry prominent in her features.

“It was obviously your father, there’s no doubt about that,” Will observed.

She nodded impatiently.  “I agree, but that’s why I know we’re missing something.  You’re still alive.”

Will frowned.  “It could easily have turned out otherwise.”

“Could it?”  She chewed her lower lip.  “Do you know of a poison that could kill you fast enough to keep you from using a potion?”

“No, but she might have been able to stop me.”

“She’s still recovering from the second compression—magic would be difficult,” argued Selene.

He shook his head.  “I think she’s completely over it.  She’s much faster than the others.”

“But even so, she didn’t try to fight you with magic.”

“I don’t think she even knew she had the ring on,” said Will.  “She seemed surprised, and it felt genuine to me.”

“Then why did she lunge at you?”

Will looked down, feeling mildly embarrassed.  “To touch my skin.  She—we—it’s been difficult for both of us.  I think it’s beginning to fade, but there are still moments when the pull becomes very strong.”

Selene’s face remained smooth, but the tips of her ears shaded ever so slightly toward a brighter pink.  She understood Will’s problem on a rational level, she trusted him, and she loved Laina, but somewhere deeper down, beyond her control, the situation irritated her.  “She’s as stubborn as you, and the fact that she managed to get through the first compression without magical compulsion shows just how strong her will is.  I doubt she would have a sudden lapse.”

“He’s playing mind games,” suggested Will.  “What if he’s ordering her to forget things?”

His wife’s eyes lit up.  “Giving her commands then making her forget them?  If he had ordered her to kill you, we would have seen it.  She nearly killed herself trying to communicate with you just a short while ago.  She would have resisted an outright order to kill you from the outset.”

Will shook his head.  “Imagine yourself in her place you can’t—”

“I’ve been in her place,” snapped Selene.

“—then you know you can’t fight every command.  You didn’t even know what he was doing until he gave you an order you absolutely wouldn’t obey.  Suppose he contacts her in the middle of the night, tells her something, or demands information, then tells her to forget the conversation, what would she do?  Is she going to fight his control and die, or accept it?  It gets even more complicated if he gives her a command that feels natural.”

“Or he tells her something she feels you have to know,” said Selene, following the argument to its conclusion.  “What happens if your skin touches?”

“Nothing if we fight it, but it’s difficult.  Our souls start to fuse again and our thoughts get mixed up together.”  Will ground his teeth.  “It makes sense now.  She was trying to get around his compulsion not to tell me whatever she had learned.  Now that I understand, it won’t be a problem.  You’ll just need to keep an eye on me and make sure we don’t lose control…”

“No,” said Selene brusquely.  “Don’t fall into the trap.”

“Huh?”

“It’s layered,” she replied.  “He knows exactly how the heart-stone enchantment works.  He’s had who knows how many years to learn all of its intricacies.  He used it to make her put that ring on and then forget it.  He told her other things and let her remember them, knowing she would be desperate to tell you.  My father knew exactly what she would do.”

Will nodded.  “And she failed, so now we can find out what she wanted to tell me.”

Selene sighed.  “Killing you would have been a happy accident for him, but he expected this to fail.  The real trap is in whatever information he’s trying to pass to you through her.”

Will groaned, putting his face down and grabbing hold of his hair with both hands.  “I am so sick of these stupid games.”

“Welcome to my entire life,” said Selene wryly.  A moment later, she moved closer and slid under his arm.  The two of them remained that way for a while, quietly drawing comfort from one another.  Finally, she spoke again, “Are you starting to regret letting her learn?”

Because of Laina’s unique situation as the only person in the household who was directly bound to the king via the heart-stone enchantment, Selene and Will had had a long discussion regarding whether she should be included in the new wizardry training.  In the end, it had been Selene’s own moment of defiance, when she had resisted her father’s command to kill Will, that had been the deciding factor.  Neither of them thought the king could successfully give Laina such a command, but as always, reality turned out to be much more nuanced.

“No,” said Will after a short pause.  “Whatever happens, whether we live or die, I’ll feel better knowing she’s better equipped for the future.”

“Even if she’s the one that kills you?”

He squeezed his wife harder.  “I had the same thought about you once, remember?”

“Doesn’t mean it will work out as well this time.”

A rustling came from the direction of Laina’s bed, and they both turned to see that she was awake, watching them silently.  Laina’s eyes were puffy and red, but there were no visible tears.  “I’m sorry,” she mumbled.  Lifting one hand, she rubbed her face, then stared at her palm.  “Why didn’t you tie me up?”

Before Selene could answer, Will replied, “Because you aren’t a threat to me.”

His sister coughed.  “I think I just disproved that theory.”

“You proved the opposite,” argued Will.  “Not only do you lack the power to harm me directly, but your loyalty is so strong that even the heart-stone enchantment can’t compel you to do so.”

Laina glared at him for a second before making a face of disgust.  “I don’t know whether to be angry or nauseated by what you just said.”

Selene laughed softly, then looked at Will.  “Stop provoking her.”

“What do we do now?” asked Laina.

“Nothing,” said Will.  “This was meant to produce a hasty response.  We won’t give him one.”  He glanced at Selene, and she met his eyes with a look of agreement.  He could imagine her silent thought, We stick to the plan.  Then he continued, “Soon we can start the third compression, and then—”

“I want it now,” interrupted Laina.

“You need to finish recovering,” urged Selene.  “It’s only been a month and a half.  Most of the others are still struggling.”

“I was ready two weeks ago,” said Laina waspishly.  “Don’t make me wait just because the others are slow.”

It was subtle, but Will saw the trace of annoyance that passed over his wife’s face at that remark.  She had taken months to recover from the second compression and even longer after the third.  Laina’s offhand remark cut at her pride.  “There’s no reason to hurry,” said Will.

“Sure there is,” argued Laina.  “I’ll be exhausted, weak, less able to do you harm.  I don’t know what you have planned, and I know you can’t share it with me, but perhaps it will make me less of a useful tool to Lognion in the short term.”

“Get some rest,” said Will.  “We can talk about this tomorrow.”

As they started to leave, Laina made one last request, “At least lock me in the room.”

Will laughed but didn’t give her a response as he closed the door.  A few minutes later, when they were down the hall, Selene turned to him.  “That was a rather reasonable request.  It might be foolish to ignore it.”

He raised one brow.  “Stop testing me.  You would have chosen the same thing.”

She smirked.  “Why?”

“Because you’ll give orders to Darla and a few others to keep an eye on her, both to prevent her from harming us or herself, but also in the hope of finding out what your father would order her to do.”

“You’re learning fast for someone who says he never wanted to be a royal,” she observed.

“I still don’t like it,” he declared.  “If I had my way, we would leave all this behind and start fresh in some out-of-the-way place where no one knows either of us.”

“And do what?”

“Make medicine, help people, deliver babies, that sort of thing.”

Selene gaped.  “You expect a princess to become a midwife?”

“You’re overqualified,” scoffed Will.  “I could be a midwife, though.  You can be the town doctor.”

She shook her head.  “You underestimate yourself.”

He puffed up his chest.  “Your ignorance is showing.  In most small towns, people trust the local midwife a lot more than some fancy doctor.”

Selene didn’t laugh—her face had become wistful.  “You’re not the only one who wishes for something like that.  Trying to escape the circumstances of my birth probably motivated many of my choices, including the ones that led me to meet you.”

“If you were going to marry a hayseed to escape being a princess, you could have chosen better.”

She sighed.  “True.  If only I’d known you were actually the son of a baron…”

They talked a while longer, and even though Selene protested, Will returned to his study.  There were quite a few hours left in the day, and he hadn’t gotten as far as he had by wasting them.  Lately he’d begun practicing his spellcasting twice daily, both in the morning and again in the late afternoon, before supper.  In between, he worked on projects, studied, and supervised his students through the misery of their mild exercise routines.

Studying the arcana that Aislinn had given him regarding the Wayfarer’s Society was currently one of his top priorities, so he didn’t want to waste what little time he had before his second casting session of the day.

The cat was nowhere to be seen when he returned, though it appeared that one of the servants had already come in and cleaned the meat and grease off his desk.  Will resummoned the journal and his notes, and since he couldn’t seem to get in the mood for reading, he instead decided to try out the new version of the teleport spell.

Over the past couple of years, he’d greatly expanded his ability to construct complex spells, so much so that learning a new one was far easier than it once had been.  Memorizing it might take a few days, but following the written diagrams and instructions to build the spell construct took him less than an hour, even though it was his first time with the spell.

He looked it over with eyes that some might consider to be expert, though Will wasn’t sure if he would claim such a thing about himself yet.  Casting the spell would be foolish, since it might contain an error, so Will employed an advanced technique he had learned during his spell theory classes.  He injected a tiny amount of turyn into the construct and then observed the turyn resonance that began to emerge.  A second later, he removed the energy and let the spell construct disintegrate.

Keeping the output resonance in mind, he began carefully reconstructing the spell.  This time it took less than half an hour, and once it was finished, he repeated the process, pushing a small amount of turyn into the construct and observing the output.  He disassembled the spell and started building the spell for a third time.

In his classes, Professor Dulaney had taught them to use a specially prepared crystal to record the output resonance, but Will had abandoned the practice almost as soon as he’d left the classroom.  Unlike modern wizards, his ability to reproduce—and more importantly in this case—to precisely remember magical resonance patterns was practically flawless.  Arrogan had told him that it was something to be expected with third- and even second-order wizards.

Finishing the spell construct for a third time, he tested it again and compared the output resonance it produced to his memory of the first two tries.  It matched perfectly.  That meant it was unlikely that his spell construct contained an error, unless he had made the same exact error three times in a row.

“Which means I probably won’t die if I actually cast it,” he mumbled to himself. Probably.  There was still the fact that no one currently living had ever used the spell before.  Unless one counts the goddess of magic herself, thought Will.  He no longer trusted his grandmother, but he knew she couldn’t lie, and as far as he knew, she didn’t have any current plans that would benefit from his accidental death.

So the spell would probably do what it was purported to do.

Steeling himself, Will looked through the open balcony doors and fixed his gaze upon a spot beside a stone statue of Temarah.  It stood some fifty yards from the house and was flanked by several neatly trimmed bushes.  Keeping it firmly in sight and mind, Will began filling the spell construct with power.

That was another aspect of casting a new spell that could be dangerous for a novice—using the correct amount of turyn.  Some spells were infinitely variable in their ability to take in small to large amounts of magical energy, but others were binary, meaning they required a certain minimum threshold of power in order to produce the desired effect.  Such spells weren’t usually dangerous if the minimum turyn requirement wasn’t met, but they could potentially be disastrous if the maximum turyn was exceeded—explosively disastrous in simple cases and weirdly dangerous in an almost infinite number of ways for more complex magics.

For a teleportation spell, that could mean having his body scattered, torn apart, sent to unanticipated destinations, or any number of other possibilities.

And those were problems associated with purely binary spells.  Reality was even more complicated, because some spells didn’t fall neatly into the category of binary or variable effect spells.  Some had a minimum threshold but didn’t necessarily have a maximum and vice versa.  Because of this, the wizards at Wurthaven had adopted certain standards for documenting new spells, and they had carefully curated older works to include notes that clarified important things that had been omitted by the author.  All modern spell copies included notes regarding turyn requirements and whether the spell was binary, variable, etc…

The journals that Aislinn had given him from the Wayfarer’s Society were written before such things were standardized, and new members probably had the benefit of verbal explanations when learning Flandry’s original and more efficient teleport spell.

Will had never even used the current overcomplicated version, but he suspected that might be an advantage, since he didn’t have to unlearn anything.  He was also fairly confident in his skills after the past few years of rapid and intense spell acquisition.  He wasn’t the same young novice who had once nearly blown himself up with a new spell construct.

Slow and steady wins the race, Will thought as he gingerly fed turyn into the spell construct, being careful to keep his eyes and concentration fixed on the location he had selected.  He felt the transition when the spell activated and instinctively stopped the flow of energy.  The spell construct he had been holding was gone, and though he hadn’t felt anything physically, his eyes were already registering the change in light.  He was standing beside the statue.

It was disorienting more for the fact that it wasn’t disorienting.  There had been no sense of motion or change.  In his memory it was more as though the world had simply changed around him.  Will let his breath out explosively, then followed with a deep inhalation as he collected his thoughts.  That was amazing.

He immediately started to repeat the spell, but his journal was still open on his desk, and he didn’t know it well enough to reconstruct it purely from memory.  Instead, he cast an elemental travel disk, which had recently become yet another of his growing repertoire of spells he could cast instinctively.  As he floated up on it to hover a few feet above the ground, he noticed the cat he had recently fed was sitting nearby, watching him with apparent interest.

“Want a ride?”  His question was more a joke than anything else.  Will didn’t really expect the strange cat to join him, but he lowered the disk beside her and paused for a moment anyway, just to entertain himself.

The cat hopped aboard and sat down as nonchalantly as though it were something they did together every day.  Mildly astonished, Will pretended to be unsurprised and gently took off.  The cat never batted an eye, and when he reached the house and lowered the disk, she stepped off as though it was the most natural thing in the world.  The cat darted away into the bushes off to one side without so much as a glance back in his direction.

“You’re welcome for the ride,” remarked Will, smiling faintly.

Rimberlin House was a big place, and there were several back doors.  The one Will had chosen was usually called the west garden door, and before he could put his hand to the handle, it flew open.  Sammy and Tabitha stepped out with more animation in their steps than he had seen in weeks, though they still showed signs of fatigue in their expressions.  In another week or two, they would probably be fully acclimated to the second compression.

“When did you go out?” asked Sammy.

“A minute ago.”

Before he could say more, Tabitha asked a fresh question.  “Was that a cat with you?”

Will could only surmise that they had seen his approach through one of the windows.  He nodded, glancing at Sammy to see her reaction.  His heart tightened when he saw the sudden hope in her eyes, and he immediately shook his head.  “It was just a stray.”

His cousin had been devastated when her adopted pet cat, Mister Mittens, had disappeared and failed to return.  Sammy had never found out that her cat was actually a demigod, or that he’d sacrificed his life to save Will’s.  He had been torn on the matter of whether to tell her the truth, but one of the goddamn cat’s last requests was that he stay silent and let her think he had merely run off.

Personally, Will thought that leaving Sammy with some hope was worse than giving her the truth, but he abided by his savior’s last wish.

“It was pretty,” said Tabitha.  “I’ve never seen a stray with such a fluffy tail.”

“It was fluffy?” asked Sammy.

Tabitha nodded.  “Like a feather duster.”

“It’s a she,” Will informed them.  “If you put some food out you might be able to coax her inside.”

The girls went looking for the cat while Will returned to his study.  Deep down, he would have liked to go with them, but he couldn’t justify letting his schedule slip.  Train, study, train, exercise, teach, study, train, he chanted mentally.  These days, he didn’t even give himself time to play in the kitchen.  His anxiety grew with every day that passed, bringing King Lognion’s death closer to him.  If things went according to plan, he wouldn’t need to lift a finger, but in his heart he didn’t believe it.

He needed more:  more power, more versatility, more offense, and more defense.  He needed more of everything, and it would never be enough, not until his power was great enough to defeat his own nightmares.  Despite his recent successes, what dominated his mental landscape was how close he had come to failing.  The demon-lord had been too much, his grandmother was too strong for him, and most of all, Grim Talek the lich had perfectly demonstrated how powerless he truly was.  The lich had handled him like an adult handles an unruly toddler.






Chapter 4
A few days later, Will found himself reflecting on the fact that he disliked physical training even more than he had in the past.  Perversely, this made him lean into it.  Blake complimented him often these days, but Will knew the truth.  What skill he possessed came purely from repetition and hard work.  He wasn’t naturally talented like his cousin Eric had been, for whatever good it had done him.

The redheaded berserker bearing down on him swung at his torso with a heavy wooden club that moved faster than it should have, for his opponent’s strength was beyond human.  There was no blocking it, unless he wanted to break his own bones or use a force spell.  Will dropped as low as he could and used a minor telekinesis spell to rip a small hole in the ground beneath his rival’s descending foot.

Even though the ginger warrior had already committed to the swing, her strength and reflexes were supernatural; she altered the swing in midair and still managed to graze his shoulder—then stumbled as she lost her footing.  Will ignored the pain as the club glanced off, and rammed the rounded point of his practice sword into the woman’s gut hard enough to lift her feet off the ground.  Two sharp, snapping sounds echoed at the same time, the result of his point-defense shield intercepting wooden bolts that had been fired in quick succession.

It took enough of his attention that he was almost caught by his brutish opponent’s leg sweep.  Since he was already low to the ground, there was no dodging it.  Rather than try, Will summoned a travel disk.  The hard stone rose from the ground, and though it didn’t have time to finish forming, it was already moving in the direction of the oncoming leg.  Flesh met stone and the warrior’s bone cracked audibly.  Will deflected yet another wooden bolt at almost the same time.

Tailtiu swore loudly.  “That hurts, damn it!”  Rolling away, she dropped the club and her hands began growing long, wickedly sharp claws.

Will didn’t pause.  He sent the travel disk forward to keep her off balance while springing forward with his wooden sword aimed downward, ready to drive the point into her chest or throat.  “Hold!” Blake’s voice rang out loudly.

He stopped, though his weapon shook from adrenaline, or perhaps fatigue.  Tailtiu snarled and surged upward, until an invisible field of force drove her back into the ground.  “That’s cheating,” she growled.  “You’re only supposed to use force spells to stop the ranged attacks.”

“He called a halt,” panted Will.

His aunt’s blood was already beginning to cool.  “Oh.  I didn’t notice.”  She visibly relaxed.

Will dismissed the force-push spell he had used.  It was one of his favorites that he’d learned from studying Ethelgren’s work.  Simple and plain, it was nevertheless an infinitely useful spell.  It could be used to push large or small objects, as long as they were within thirty feet or so, and it had originally been used against Will to immobilize him against a wall.  It could do a lot more, though, from gently moving small objects to crushing things against one another.

Better still, it was one of his ever-growing collection of spells that could be reflex cast, along with other staples like the force-wall and force-dome.  His constant and unforgiving practice regimen had started producing results, and it seemed as though not a week went by that yet another spell became part of his instinctive repertoire.

Tailtiu stood up, towering half a head taller than him, though she was already beginning to shrink.  Her height vanished gradually, while at the same time her heavily muscled arms and legs slowly returned to their usual slimmer form.  Her chest became smaller as well, reshaping itself to display petite breasts rather than heavy pectoral slabs.  Will watched, fascinated as always by the change.  “You’re insanely strong already—why do you insist on changing?”

Blake Word stepped out of the bushes, bow in hand.  “Because I asked her to.  You don’t need practice against smaller opponents as much as you do against the big ones.”

“Either way, she’s inhumanly fast and strong,” observed Will.

Blake shook his head.  “Strength is one thing, but mass is another.  You do very well with smaller or medium-sized opponents, but the big ones are still giving you trouble.”

“If I wasn’t handicapped by our practice rules, I’d just blow a hole through her, and it’s easier to hit a big target.  Of course, we couldn’t practice like that, but you understand what I mean.”

“It wouldn’t kill me,” offered his aunt, her tone thoughtful, “but you’d need to get me back to my realm soon after.”  As was often the case, she was entirely serious.

Will laughed.  “No.  Besides, the other reason for me not using force-lances is that I need to remain free to use the point-defense shield, in case there are attacks that my other defenses can’t handle.”

Blake nodded.  “Anyway, for her to use large, massive weapons, she needs to be bigger herself, regardless of her innate strength, otherwise the momentum of the weapon will just throw her off balance.”

Tailtiu rolled her eyes.  “That’s not the real reason.  It’s because you don’t get as sexually aroused when I look like your big friend, Tiny.”

Will sputtered, “What?”

She nodded.  “That’s what Blake told me.  He said you’d be able to fight better if you weren’t getting erections every few minutes.”

“I haven’t—” Will protested.

Blake cut him off, “I didn’t say that!”

She grinned, and the two men stared at her for a moment before looking at one another, realizing they had been had.  “Lying is fun,” said the fae woman.  “I never knew how much I was missing.”

They laughed for a bit before Blake returned to the subject at hand.  “This sort of practice is useful, but you’re already to the point where it’s getting too easy, even with multiple handicaps.  It would be nice if we could do something with multiple opponents.  Perhaps when your students are ready…”

Will responded immediately, “No.”

Blake frowned.  “Why not?”

“I’d kill them,” Will announced flatly.  “The problem with reflex casting is that I often do it before I’m fully aware of what I’m doing.  It’s easy to say I won’t use a lethal spell in practice, but once it’s ingrained in me it’s hard not to use deadly force.  Tailtiu can survive a mistake on my part, but with regular people—I’m just not willing to take the risk.”

“Then I guess we’ll move on to terrain and environmental tactics tomorrow,” said Blake.

“What do you have in mind?” asked Will.

Tailtiu and Blake shared a glance.  “It’s a secret,” said his aunt.  “Your wife is full of ideas.  With her spells and some preparation, we should be able to test you in ways you haven’t anticipated.”

“Do you think we’ll continue this kind of training with your students once they’re ready?” asked Blake.

Will shook his head.  “It will be years before any of them have gained the spells and talents necessary, and besides, while I think the world needs proper wizards, I don’t think they need to be turned into war assets or assassins.  I’ll give them some battle training, but I’d rather they develop in a more natural fashion.”

“And you aren’t natural?”

Will grimaced.  “Do you think I’m safe to be around?  Startle me and I’m liable to blow someone’s head off.  That’s not normal, and this training is only making it worse.”

“You’re the one who insisted on it,” observed Blake.  “Even though you said it wouldn’t be strictly necessary.”

Will glanced around, wondering if Lognion had some hidden observer.  Part of the reason for his practice was to lend credence to Plan C, a surprise one-man assault.  The only person capable of it would be Will himself, but it was only a decoy plan.  The practice sessions were mainly to establish it as an actual possibility that the king couldn’t completely discount.  Privately, Selene had made it clear that he wasn’t to attempt such a thing under any circumstances.  Will agreed, but he’d decided to be ready to do it anyway, just in case.  “It’s necessary, whether it’s for tomorrow or next year.  It’s necessary until—”  He stopped there.

“Until what?”

He just flattened his lips into a grim smile without answering the question.  Until there’s no one left to be afraid of.  Turning away, he headed back toward the main house.  “It’s time for me to check on the students.”

***
There was still some time left before the midday exercises, but Janice was waiting for him when he returned.  She had a serious look on her face.  “Can we talk privately?”

Will nodded and pointed upward.  “My study?”

“Perfect.”

Up the stairs and down the hall to the right was his office.  Will opened the door and stepped in, watching Janice as she followed him.  She closed the door behind herself, something she rarely felt the need for in the past.  “Is it that serious?” he asked.

“Not really,” she replied in a tone that said the complete opposite.  “I just wanted to tell you in person.  I’m not going to try the third compression.”

Will frowned.  “You’ve done well so far.  Are you worried?”

“We still don’t know how dangerous it is.”

“That’s true, but you recovered from the second compression fairly well.  I think you have less to worry about than most of the others.”

“I just don’t want to do it,” she insisted.  “I’m scared.”

Something rang false in her words, though Will could tell she was genuinely worried about something.  Speaking carefully, he made a suggestion.  “It’s still a week away.  Why not sleep on it?  You don’t have to decide this minute.”

Janice shook her head.  “Nothing is going to change in a week.  Besides, I’ve decided to return home.  I haven’t seen my parents in over a year now.”

His eyes narrowed.  “You didn’t have any such plans a few weeks ago.”

“I miss them,” she replied.  “Just because you didn’t realize I was homesick doesn’t mean it isn’t true.”

She’s defensive, thought Will, and I didn’t accuse her of lying.  He remained silent for a few seconds, studying his friend’s face, then asked, “What’s happened?”

Janice scowled.  “Nothing has happened.  I’ve just made up my mind.”

Definitely a lie.  “Tiny was just here a month and a half ago.  Have you talked about this with him?”

“He knew I was thinking about it.  I’ll send him a letter.”

Another lie, and her expression had faltered for just a second when he mentioned Tiny.  Will was certain she hadn’t said anything to the man because he and Tiny had already planned a surprise for her.  Sir Kyle had agreed to relinquish Tiny into Will’s service.  The big warrior was due to return in two weeks, and Selene would be knighting him shortly afterward.  Tiny didn’t know about the knighthood specifically, but he had also told Will that he planned to propose to Janice as soon as he came back.

Will glared at her.  “You’re a terrible liar, even worse than me.”  She didn’t reply, so the two of them simply stared at each other for a minute.  Today was the day he would announce that they’d begin the third compression in a week.  It was also the day he
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