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This book is for everyone that told me, "Keep going."
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  Prologue

[image: ]

Kirra screamed as she felt the thousands of ties to her soul being ripped away. Someone was grabbing them in handfuls, ripping them from her soul and not bothering to cut them cleanly. She fell to her knees, tears of pain streaming down her face. The screaming continued as the strings were pulled. Bit by bit, piece by piece, chunks of her soul fell away, leaving it ragged and piecemeal. 
The pain tore through her physical body, overflowing from the agony experienced by her spirit. As the last handful of ties was pulled away from her, she finally fell into blissful unconsciousness. The two men stood over her, one panting with the effort and the other solemn as he stared at her laying on the ground.
Slowly he knelt, rolling her onto her back and studying her, his eyes tinged gold with his magic. “It’s done,” he said harshly, the gold washing down his face and ironically mirroring the tears on Kirra’s face as his magic bled away.
“Does she still live?” His voice was shaking, not only from the exertion but the emotional impact of watching the woman fall unconscious, her long, red braids coiling around her face on the ground.
Druce shook his head slightly, his white braid tapping softly against his shoulders and Sennis’ heart dropped before the taller man spoke. “Unfortunately, she does.” Druce stood, pushing loose hair back and away from his eyes.
“Unfortunately?” Sennis snarled in disbelief.
Druce cut him a cold glare. “It would have been kinder if she’d passed. As it is…,” his voice trailed off as he turned to look out the window. Corpses littered the ground. The undead that Kirra had summoned had collapsed as they lost the connection to her soul. Druce’s hands tightened into fists, recognizing many of the bodies laying there.  “As it is, she will pay for this transgression.”
Now Sennis knelt beside Kirra, carefully cradling her head in his lap, his own bright, silver hair shining in the sunset’s light. “Hasn’t she suffered enough?” he said quietly.
Druce looked at him sharply before softening slightly. Sennis wasn’t as old as he was, hadn’t seen the horrors that he had seen. True, Sennis had been alive during the war, but he hadn’t been on the front lines. Hadn’t seen the destruction this kind of magic could do. “Sennis,” he said firmly, getting the Triad Master’s attention. When Sennis finally lifted his gaze, Druce swept a hand to indicate the window. “Haven’t they suffered enough?” he said pointedly.
Sennis glanced out the window, then shook his head in silent argument before gently pushing Kirra’s hair out of her eyes. He remained mute, unable to give Druce a coherent argument. Running feet alerted both men to the arrival of the healer, her curly blonde hair bouncing.
“Druce! Sennis!” Malinda panted. “What happened?” She immediately dropped to her knees beside Kirra.
“We cut her ties to the dead,” Druce said flatly as the green-blue magic flowed from Malinda’s hands.
“So forcefully?” Malinda demanded, twisting to look at the Belfry Master who still stood at the window.
“We had little choice,” Druce answered, his voice grating with the anger that was slowly rising now that he wasn’t in the rush of magic. “She raised the dead generals of the Mage War. We don’t know why, but it could have been for no good reason.” His eyes were cold. “They have earned their rest. I’ll not see it ended for some petty reason.”
“And you know it was petty?” Sennis hissed.
Druce crossed his arms, tapping his fingers on his bicep. “No, I don’t. But I can think of very few reasons to justify raising them and none of them line up with her character.”
Sennis and Malinda stayed silent, both focusing on Kirra’s breathing. “Will she live?” Druce finally asked, moving beside the healer.
Malinda turned her head slightly, her curls obscuring her face and hiding her expression from Druce. “If we get her to the Healer’s Belfry. Right away.”
Druce nodded before stepping away. Soon, a golden circle pulsed in the air beside them. “I assume you two will accompany her?” he asked.
“You’re not coming?” Malinda asked in astonishment as Sennis gathered Kirra into his arms.
“I have other matters to attend to,” he said, looking out the window again. Malinda followed his gaze before gasping. It was the first glance she’d had of the grounds outside the Sorcery Belfry and the hundreds of corpses made her stomach turn, even as a Healer. “Do what you can for her Malinda, but do know she will pay for this. Somehow.” His eyes darkened as they fell upon Kirra’s unconscious form.
Malinda shivered at his words, but nodded. Together, she and Sennis stepped through the portal to the Healing Belfry. Once they were through and secure, Druce dismissed the portal with a twist of his wrist. Reaching up, he pulled his hair loose from the braid. Whatever magic he’d stored in it previously had been used for this working, so there was no reason for it to be bound.
The waist-length hair fell around him and he took in a deep, shaking breath. Tying it back loosely, he spun on his heel and strode for the main doors, knowing the task that lay ahead and dreading it.






  
  Chapter 1
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The caravan was cheerful, the laughter floating over Brenna’s head like music. She smiled slightly at the high spirits, but couldn’t deny that she felt the same way. While the journey to the town for trading had been smooth with blue skies and firm roads to ease their way, they were all looking forward to being home. The market had been good this trip and the travelers were eager to show off their acquired goods to those who’d stayed home. The first slowdown they’d encountered was here, as they got off the main roads and started down these smaller, back roads of dirt. It was dusty, but they’d still been able to make good time with frequent stops to water the horses and refill their waterskins. 
Joshua, who led the caravan for now, grinned at her over his shoulder, waggling his eyebrows at the ridiculous jokes he was making. The rest of the party were tripping over themselves laughing, though Brenna found she could only muster a small smile. She’d been away from her daughter, Davina, too long for comfort and was still regretting leaving her behind. It was a smile nonetheless, as she was just as eager as the rest to get home and she wouldn’t bring down others’ levity if she could help it.
Even the horses she walked beside, large drafts with hooves like dinner plates, seemed to have lighter steps as they recognized the forest ahead of them. One or two snorted and flicked their heads, making the wagons shake a little on the dirt road. Calling this a road was being gracious, Brenna thought wryly. When they had left the town, it had been sturdy cobblestones, white and glimmering beneath the dust of summer. Further out, the cobbles had vanished, leaving the packed dirt under their feet. Still the road had been wide enough for two wagons to travel side by side.
When they had finally turned off that main road to this smaller path that led to their home, it had forced the caravan to travel in a single line. The packed dirt had dribbled down to a scant path, with scruffs of stubborn grass poking up in patches. The villagers that weren’t riding or driving the wagons walked alongside, although there were some riding saddle horses. They mostly served as outriders and hunters on this trip and were younger people who often got up to no good. 
It was all in good fun, Brenna firmly reminded herself. This was nothing like the caravans of old she had guarded. Then, it had been under skies darkened by dragon wings and elementalists’ storms. The constant rain had made the roads slick under their feet and the metal on the horses' harnesses was rusting from the weather. Thunderclaps sounded above as dragons’ wings cracked the sky. They rushed to protect the supply trains to the front while bolts of gold sorcery flashed towards them from their enemy. The old weight of magic was heavy in Brenna’s soul as she spread water shields against the magic, trying to protect the dragons and the supply train without hindering their movement. Her shields glimmered with an elementalist’s silver light in dark rain. A flash of bright gold preceded a dragon’s scream piercing the air as they fell from their flight, the vast body thudding lifelessly to the ground. The supply train tried to pick up their pace, but failed to make headway in the sucking mud that clung to their feet.
Brenna blinked, the dark storm vanishing from her memory as she looked around, grounding herself in the here and now. Why had she thought of that memory now, at a time like this, she wondered. It’d been a good century since that supply train had fallen and had no impact on this moment. Even the people she’d known back then she hadn’t seen for a long, long time. She was startled when Stephen, who had been walking beside her, pressed a hand to her shoulder. He gave her a quizzical look at her sudden silence and she shook her head.
Shaking her head free of the dark thoughts, she shrugged off his hand with a grin. “I’m fine. Just old memories,” she explained, tucking her hands into her belt to keep them still.
“We’re almost home,” he said, gesturing ahead of them. Brenna turned and soaked in the sight of the tunnel of trees, the green and silver leaves rustling in the summer breeze. A glint of gold caught her eye and she focused on it, wondering what the source of the light could be. Frowning, her steps faltered as she ran silently ran through the possibilities. There were no people living in this forest, not even any of the magical variety. Brenna wondered if someone from the village had come this far to greet them.
Suddenly a shriek, oddly reminiscent of the dragon in her memory, sounded from the front of the caravan. Brenna bolted towards it as voices rose in shock and fear around her. Joshua lay in the dirt, flat on his back, a smoldering hole clear through his chest. The stench of burnt flesh assaulted her as she skidded to a halt, falling to her knees beside him. She could clearly see the dirt of the road through his ribcage as the blast had been large enough to almost split his torso in two. There was no hope from him, she thought, jumping back to her feet. Brenna’s mind worked quickly, processing the body at her feet and the glint of gold she’d seen in the trees ahead. “Mages!” she screamed, loudly enough for the people around her to hear.
Rather than calming them, this drove the villagers around her into further panic. Uncaring for the moment, Brenna pulled, hard, on that long-forgotten weight in her soul. The once familiar silver magic radiated outward in her body, seeping out of her skin like liquid mercury. The magic spilled down the veins in her arms and fingers before she flung it into the air. The spirals of silver erupted like a waterfall over her head. The streams of shining water thickened and solidified as they arced towards the ground, forming a sheer, watery dome over the entire caravan. Immediately, the shield flickered and collapsed, the strength failing her as it fell into a soft rain. It had been too long, she thought with dread.
“Stop!” she screamed at the panicked people as she desperately tried to raise the shield again. “Stop moving!” The ones who were closest, who’d seen her fling magic to the air, heard her first. Stephen and Justina moved quickly, calming and bringing the panickers tightly around the wagons although they kept a wary distance from her. They were as scared of Brenna as they were of the ones who killed Joshua. But they knew her, and they saw her trying to protect them with her magic.
As the villagers looked forward, past Brenna to the trees, more golden bolts flew through the air. Villagers fell as they were struck and Brenna cursed. Concentrating, she focused instead of forming a wall of water to halt the magic between the caravan and the sorcerers who were flinging golden spears of death.
“Closer together!” she yelled at Justina, trusting the matriarch to understand her. Remarkably, to Brenna’s relief, she did. Even with the headwoman quickly assigning people to tasks to try to organize them, the villagers in the caravan barely held their calm as they bunched closer together, making sure they were behind the wall of silver magic. The wagons that had ground to a halt were pulled back into a line as the horses danced skittishly, thanks to the commotion. “The closer together we are, the smaller and stronger I can make the shield,” she shouted, making herself heard now that they weren’t screaming incoherently. Some sense seemed to prevail then, as they continued to bunch together behind her.
Brenna turned back to the woods before them, pushing past the few people who had gotten between her and the sorcerers who had attacked them. People almost jumped out of her way, moving so quickly it was jarring. Those who hadn’t seen her cast the shield were learning of it from those who had. She did her best to ignore them, attempting to keep a hold on the shield. Shrinking it as people moved closer together, she felt their fright and fought to keep the chaos from overwhelming her own emotions.
She stood in front of them now, able to see through the watery shield to the tress ahead. The mages had revealed themselves, standing there in plain sight as they gave up on subterfuge. The glint of gold she’d seen earlier was their magic, sparking from their hands and marking them as sorcerers. This confirmation did not ease her mind. Silently, she counted the figures before her. There were too many for her to combat alone, even at the height of her power. Biting her lip, she ran through the options in her mind. The magic was already weighing heavily on her. Her soul was no longer used to this strain and it was showing in the shield in front of her.
“What now?” Justina asked, suddenly appearing beside her. There was still a trace of fright in the woman’s eyes, but she kept steady, realizing that Brenna was protecting them.
“I can’t go head-to-head with them,” Brenna replied tightly, trying to keep her focus. “Too many.”
“We don’t have any swordsmen with us,” Justina said, eyes flicking to Brenna as though she were a stranger who didn’t know that.
Brenna fought back the sting of the words, knowing that she and her daughter would have to leave the village now that she’d been exposed. That kind of planning would have to wait. “I know,” she said sharply after she thought for a moment. “But we do have skilled archers.”
“Would the arrows reach them?”
“With my magic, yes. But we only have one shot before they realize what I’ve done. How many bows do we have with us?” Brenna trusted Justina to gather that information as she focused on keeping the shield up. It was a blessing of the spirits that they were in such a humid summer. The water in the air had answered to her instinctive call to protect them, even as it caused the sweat to pour down her face.
Justina turned away, gathering Stephen and Charlotte to her with a gesture. They came forward, though their hesitancy showed in their stride. Brenan didn’t look at them, knowing she would not be able to hide her bitterness at their fear.
“How many bows are in the wagons?” Justina asked.
Stephen blinked, but Charlotte answered crisply. “Seven, but only 5 strings. We planned to re-string the rest when we got to the village since we don’t have any extras that fit.”
“Five will do,” Brenna called over to them, staring resolutely forward. “Get them to the five best archers and get the hunting arrows. Then bring them to me.”
Justina sent Charlotte to retrieve the bows and arrows while Stephen went with another man to gather the five archers that Justina named. Brenna turned her attention back to the mages in front of her. They had drawn together, obviously flummoxed at the sight of a mage within their target, much less one who could put up a shield this quickly. Their hands flew as they talked, sparks of gold flicking from their fingers with their agitation. Brenna counted again, making sure more hadn’t joined them while she’d been distracted. Eight, just as before. If the archers shot true, five would fall to the arrows. She was betting a lot on the sorcerers being arrogant and believing she was only an apprentice elementalist despite her power, given how her shield was wavering. Still, only having half that number to deal with would improve her odds. She drew on her magic to fill her sight, washing across her eyes so they gleamed silver. Rivers of colors swam across her vision as she saw the water shield in front of her. Blinking, she put aside the sight of her shield for a moment, narrowing in on the mages waiting for them.
Her fingers twisted at what she saw. All but one of them had mostly intact souls, with only a few ragged edges to mark them as killers. The last one had large chunks missing from his soul, exposing his dabbles in necromancy. They all had the sticky, black tint to the gold of their sorcery, exposing the fact that their life force had mingled with their magic well. The wall between the two was completely gone. They were completely lost to their magic: magic-mad.
Brenna shook her head sharply, shoving aside old memories that the very phrase conjured. The necromancer had to go down first, she decided, or he would simply raise the others to continue to fight. Brenna’s mind continued to spin, forming and rejecting and reforming new plans on how to handle them with the smallest number of casualties on her side. The sorcerers could simply wait her out and they knew it. Eventually her energy would be drained, the shield would fall and the caravan would die.
Feeling Justina’s presence at her side, she turned and saw the five archers stringing their bows behind her. Charlotte held a quiver of heavy hunting arrows clutched to her chest. “Bring me five arrows,” Brenna ordered. The younger woman jumped at being addressed, but nodded nervously. Selecting five arrows, her pale hands trembling, she set aside the quiver and walked towards Brenna, holding out the arrows. Brenna studied them, making sure the wood was compatible with her magic and porous enough to hold on to it. It wasn’t an aspect she had worried about when they were purchasing the arrows, but now it was critical to their usefulness. Luckily, the wood was open to her magic.“Give them each an arrow,” Brenna said. Charlotte hurriedly backed away as Brenna turned to face the archers. Their faces were grim as Charlotte handed them each an arrow. “We only have once chance for this,” she stated. “I can cast protections on the arrows to penetrate any magical shields the mages have. Anything physical will have to be handled by your shot. Aim for the head or the heart. You want a kill shot.” The archers glanced at each other at this statement, before glancing back to Brenna. “If you don’t help me bring them down, we all die. Once I run out of energy, the shield will drop and they will kill us all.”
“How do we know they aren’t just after you?” one woman asked.
“Because they didn’t even know I was here,” Brenna answered, fighting to keep her cool. “They were just as surprised by my shield as you were. Richard,” she said, looking at one of the archers. “You have to take out one mage in particular. If you don’t, he will simply raise the dead ones and make them continue to fight.”
Richard, an older man with a grizzled face, who was a hunter of animals, not people, swallowed. “Which one?” he finally asked, his voice steady. Brenna stood beside him, aiming his gaze with her hand, ignoring the slight flinch away from her.
“The one with the dark hair, who is taller than the others,” she replied. Richard nodded and she stepped back, to his obvious relief. “Take the time you need to aim,” she continued as she addressed them all. “But you have to loose at the same time. Once the arrows penetrate the first shield, they’re going to know what’s going on and start putting up defenses against my magic. Right now, I’m blocking their sight with my shield so they don’t see what I’m doing. Now, get ready,” she finished. They looked at each other, unnerved at her calm and magic.
As they nocked arrows to bows, Brenna moved towards each of them. Laying a hand on each arrow, she breathed deeply as she dove into her memory and her soul. First, she had to draw up the magic. It came more willingly than earlier, the pathways opened by the first rush of magic that she had ripped open for the shield. She saw the sphere of silver in her mind, felt it turning slowly over her palms as she cupped them together.
Forming the spell was the second step. Projecting her thoughts onto the magic, she shaped it to her will. To be able to cut through magical defenses without jarring the flight of the arrow was her goal. With the magic shaped to her purpose, the final step was to cast it. Tilting her hands above the arrow, she poured out the silver while still keeping her connection to it. It fought her some, her skills rusty from disuse, but her strength of will brought it to heel. The silver slid along the arrow, encasing it in the magic, sinking into the wood of the shaft, the stone of the arrowhead and the feathers of the fletching. For a moment, the arrow flared bright silver, before the magic subsided as it was fixed into the body of the arrow.
The entire process took only a minute, from drawing, forming and casting her magic. In days gone by, it would have been almost instantaneous, she thought with regret. Some shuddered at the brightness of the silver, some eyes widened, but they all stayed steady as she finished casting the spells that would make their arrows pierce any magical shield. Brenna could almost feel the smirk of the sorcerers on the other side of the shield. It was their arrogance that would that would make them vulnerable to her magic. Please let them stay that way, she whispered in her mind. That was her only hope to make this work.
“Shoot straight through the water shield,” she instructed as she stepped away from the archers as she finished the final arrow. “It will not hamper the arrows’ flight in any way. Justina,” she added, turning to the headwoman of the village. “We need to be prepared to fight when this is done. I know there aren’t any swords,” she said, halting Justina’s words before she could speak. “But staves, knives, clubs, anything will do. Equip everyone that can be useful. I’ll try to distract them with my spells, but our best hope is to overwhelm them with numbers. Send the rest to hide behind the wagons. Tell them if my shield falls, to run.”
The matriarch nodded and moved towards the crowd behind them to start giving directions. Brenna looked at the five archers in a line beside her. “When you’re ready, loose your arrows. But remember, everyone must shoot at the same time for this to work.”
The archers nodded. Richard was focused on his target and the others had chosen their own. The archer in the middle barked, “Loose!”
Brenna held her breath as the arrows flew. Richard’s aim was true and the arrowed buried itself between the mage’s eyes. The other four arrows struck within a breath of his. Two arrows went straight through the sorcerer’s hearts and a third landed in a mage’s eye, dropping four of them. The final arrow glanced off a sorcerer’s upraised palm. He had seen what was happening and had thrown up a hasty shield against Brenna’s elemental spell of water.
Letting go of the breath she’d been holding, Brenna sucked air in again. The remaining mages screamed in anger and one shrieked in fright at the unexpected resistance. One arrow had failed, but four of the sorcerers were down. That evened the odds some, which gave Brenna some hope even as her shield continued to waver, holes forming and vanishing as her concentration fluctuated.
“Justina!” she called. The woman walked towards her, her steps calm and measured in the face of the panic of the crowd around them. Once she was within hearing distance, Brenna continued more quietly. “Those who are ready can leave the shield at any time. It will not hamper them leaving or coming back in if they need to. I can cast distractions at the mages that only they will see, so it won’t scare our people.” Justina flinched at the “our” and Brenna fought back a snarl. Yes, she would definitely have to leave after this, she thought, even though she was fighting to save all their lives. “Are they ready?” she continued anyway.
Justina looked behind her at the line of people armed with heavy staves and long stone daggers. None of them were meant for a battle. These were tools of forest hunters and herders. “How long can you maintain this shield?” she asked.
Brenna closed her eyes for a moment, digging into her magic to find an answer. The shield weighed on her even more now that she’d expended the magic on the arrows, dragging at the edges of her soul and clawing at the wall separating her life from her magic. She had not cast magic in so long, her normally deep well of magic was almost dry.
“Another half hour, at most,” she finally answered, opening her eyes. “If those mages aren’t gone or dead by then, we’re done for.”
“Understood,” Justina said. Brenna met her eyes in surprise at the steadiness of the woman’s voice. Justina looked back at her, but her dark eyes were shuttered, blocking Brenna out. Brenna huffed out a breath, then turned back to the shield.
“Now, Justina,” Brenna ordered. Narrowing her eyes, her silver magic threaded its way around her arms as she formed her spells. The archers had melted back into the crowd behind her as soon as their task was done, so no one saw the glinting silver. It was hidden even from the mages she was targeting by her shield. The mercury threads wrapped around her wrists and fingers as she raised her hands to her lips. They slid into the shapes she willed as she spoke softly under her breath to help her focus. Leaving her hands, the magic floated into the air and sped away from her, turning into shapes and shadows made of air and water that only she and the sorcerers could see.
There was a good reason she kept these illusions from the villagers. They took on the jarring, jilted forms of her memories. Spirits of the fire realm with wings of flame and bloodied claws, frosted spirits of ice whose breath crackled and too smooth hauntings of the spirits of the dead were among the illusions the Brenna was creating. All of them were indistinguishable from the real thing until they were touched. Some of the sorcerers shrank from the sights before them to Brenna’s relief. As an elementalist, she was not truly able to summon these spirits, but between their surprise at her presence and the touch of madness in their minds, they were convincing enough to make them hesitate. Two of the mages tried to run, stumbling over the dead bodies of their comrades. Unnoticed, thanks to the illusions around them, the villagers tripped and brought down the runners. Pinned to the ground, one was instantly killed by a club slamming into their forehead. The other was still alive and lashed out at the villager in front of him. He succeeded with his strike, severing the man’s head from his body with a scythe of golden light. Another fighter, hidden from the mage’s view by a hulking death spirit, came up behind him and sank a long dagger into the mage’s side. The sorcerer hacked up blood for a moment before turning and piercing the villager with needles of gold, taking him to the ground. Taking advantage of the moment, a young man slammed a club into the back of the mage’s head and he hit the ground face-first, not moving.
The two who hadn’t run held their ground. One sank a golden coil into the illusion in front of them and it dissipated like smoke. Brenna hissed at the touch of the golden sorcery against her own magic as it sought to get through her shield, using her magic as a bridge. She flinched and flung it away as quickly as possible, but it still breached a large hole in the water wall. Before she could fix it, a rush of golden arrows sped through and she ducked. She heard the screams behind her as arrows found their mark but ignored them, fighting to patch the hold in the wall. The mages ignored the illusions around them now, focusing on the villagers surrounding them with their weapons of wood and stone as well as trying to get through Brenna’s magic.
Changing her tactics, Brenna altered the illusions with some effort. Now they reflected the villagers around them, making it impossible for the mages to tell who was real and who wasn’t until they touched them. Charlotte got in a lucky strike, jumping sideways from a mage’s gesture and flinging a small axe at her. It lodged in her shoulder and took her to the ground where another villager quickly dispatched her, sinking a knife into her throat. There was one opponent remaining and they weren’t the strongest one. Brenna sighed with relief. Dropping the illusions, she focused on the final mage.
Her shield of silver-laced water crept towards her over the ground. Reaching her, ice began to crawl up her feet as Brenna froze the water in the air around her. She was too busy snarling at the villagers to notice at first, until she shifted her weight to take a step. The mage stared at Brenna in shock, finally able to see the extent of her power and skill. The realization was too late as the ice raced upwards to encase her body.
The sorcerer flung one final spell towards Brenna before she fell and Brenna jumped away from the spray of golden light. Hearing a scream, she glanced backwards to see Charlotte crumple to the ground, torn in half by the golden light. Seething, she turned back to the sorcerer, finishing the job. As the ice reached her chest, Brenna released her from life, driving the icy shards deep into her heart before the sorcerer could realize what she was doing. She crashed to the ground; her body frozen solid. The villagers stood around the dead bodies, some heaving for breath while others mourned their dead.
Ignoring the villagers for now, Brenna sent out seekers of air, silvery threads of wind, to twist their way through the forest ahead of them. Finding no other mages waiting in the trees, she dropped her seekers, allowing her shield to fall. Her legs gave out and she hit the ground, the dust rising in a cloud around her. The people were silent for a moment upon seeing her drop, then Justina’s sharp voice began using orders. People moved forward and dragged the mages’ bodies off the road, tossing them into the woods nearby. Others retrieved the bodies of their comrades. Brenna didn’t bother to count how many had died in the fight. It wouldn’t matter to her anyway.
“Brenna?” The young woman who approached her was hesitant. Pushing sweat-soaked hair out of her eyes, Brenna looked up at the speaker. “Justina says, what now?”
Breathing in deeply, Brenna let it all out in a sigh as she pulled herself to her feet. “I didn’t see anyone else in the trees. I think the best course right now is to make it to the village.” She didn’t add what they could potentially find there. The girl had already connected the dots and her eyes widened. She scurried back to Justina with Brenna’s message. Brenna saw Justina’s orders taking shape, even without hearing them.
Bodies of loved ones were put in the wagons that had space, including Joshua, the first to fall. Brenna followed those who were handling the bodies of the sorcerers. Once they were laid in a row, the villagers hurried away to help Justina. Brenna stared at the bodies for a moment, the sight of the blood and gore bring up grotesque memories of the war. Swallowing her revulsion, she knelt next to each mage, rifling through any pouches they carried and looking for any sort of name she could write down. Only successful with a few, she looked hard at the others in an attempt to memorize their faces. Someday, she promised, she would know who they were and honor their memory. Standing and stepping away from the bodies, she conjured the flame that lived within her. The flames, her silver magic threaded through them, leapt eagerly from her to the bodies. Her unnatural, primal flame was fierce and consumed the bodies with a speed that would have frightened the people behind her had they seen it. Once there were only ashes left, she called the flames back to her. Thanking them, she calmed the tongues of fire and they extinguished themselves with a sigh.
Brenna turned back once the cremations were done. The wagons began to move forward, the horses soothed by their handlers. The creaking of the wheels stirred her to action, and she stumbled forward to take her usual place beside a wagon.
She may have to leave this village, she thought, but she was taking her daughter with her. And Davina was still there, in the village ahead of them. Brenna clung to that thought as she continued to force herself to walk forward, exhaustion dragging at her limbs.






  
  Chapter 2
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The trudge back to the village along the dusty road was never ending. Through she walked beside the wagon, one hand holding on to the side to keep her upright, there was still empty space around her. No one else walked beside her. The silver magic she’d wielded earlier hummed about her, limning her dark hair and tracing patterns along her skin. She had suppressed it for so long and so deeply, that now as she regained her energy, her control was shaky and it flowed out of her as it was created. Her turbulent emotions kept the gate open for it to escape and whirl around her, seeking a purpose she could not give it. It was frustrating since she had barely been able to hold the shield during the battle on the road. 
She sought different ways to give it purpose, knowing that the humming strings of silver were making the others even more frightened of her. Casting another shield over the entire caravan as a precaution was a useless waste of energy. Glancing at the road ahead of her, her eyes narrowed as another thought occurred to her.
There had been eight mages waiting for them. While she had confirmed no other mages were along the path, they could have left traps behind. She reached for the magic, twining it between and around her fingers. The silver threads hummed as she gave them direction and enough power to fulfill that purpose. Kneeling, her fingertips brushed the dirt trail and prompted the magic. The ribbons dove into the ground, bright streaks flashing and then disappearing, rushing ahead of the caravan through the earth.
When she stood, Justina was in front of her, eyes flashing. “What are you doing?” she demanded. The hatred and fear that laced her voice made Brenna flinch. Now that the crisis was over, Justina was no longer locking down the shock and fright from the battle and it was being directed at the one mage left alive. It had been a long, long time since Brenna had heard that condemnation. Her old walls slammed back into place.
It no longer mattered that she had been friends with this woman, had stood at her side at her son’s hand-fasting and had eaten at her table. Now Justina was relegated to just another voice, another hatred that scorned her for keeping them safe.
Modulating her voice to be emotionless was no longer a struggle. “I am checking for traps,” she said simply. Brenna moved to walk past her. Justina almost, but not quite, laid a hand on her shoulder.
“What do you mean?” The fear was edging out the hatred.
“There were eight mages waiting for us. Who knows how long they were waiting here? There could easily have been enough time for them to set traps for us between here and the village.” Brenna walked forward, ignoring the horrified silence from the headwoman.
The wagon wheel creaked as she caught up to. She walked faster, moving to the head of one of the horses pulling the wagon. The horse did not flinch as she laid a hand on his neck, merely twitched an ear at her touch. Keeping step with the horses kept her body moving and the horse’s warmth kept her grounded while her mind moved ahead with the magic she’d sent forward. One by one, the tendrils burst, sending up fountains of silver like a geyser. She heard the murmurs of those around her, but didn’t address them. She was done explaining herself to those who treated her like a venomous snake lying in wait to strike them.
Sooner than she anticipated, the trees thinned out and then disappeared as they entered a clearing. Houses were laid in a circle around a common area. Her… no, their, she corrected herself, village was small, only nine or ten families living in the small houses. Justina was the headwoman of the village, who worked to keep everyone safe and healthy.
Brenna’s home was one of the few that was outside of the circle, closer to the trees. She’d explained it at the time as needing easy access to the forest to gather herbs for her medicinals. The village knew the true reason for her distance now. She was so used to being apart from the rest and bearing people’s scorn as a mage, that even over the years she’d spent moving from place to place, her need for distance hadn’t diminished. Now, it turned out to serve her in good stead as she was able to split off from the caravan to go to her own home before they reached the main circle.
All of these thoughts went through her mind in a flash, before settling on the fact that the circle of houses before them was silent. There were no shouted greetings or children’s laughter. No smoke rose from the chimneys of the homes and no village dogs ran to welcome them. Brenna’s heart froze as she realized what this meant.
Breaking away from the wagon, she ran to her own home. She was so focused on getting to the house that she didn’t take care with her steps and stumbled on something in the grass, landing on her hands and knees. Turning to look at what had caught her foot, she gasped. A body lay there, mutilated and barely recognizable as a human being. Staggering back to her feet, she was distantly aware of cries of horror from other people. Glancing up, she saw them falling to their knees over other dead bodies. Swallowing, she spun on one heel and bolted for her house.
Her boots pounded the ground but the sound was muffled by the thick grass between the circle of houses and her own. It was butted up against the woods so it was a good distance from the road leading to the hamlet.
Gasping for breath, she grabbed the door jam and gaped at the sight before her. The house was silent, the air stale. No footsteps sounded from the back room; no fire was laid on the hearth. The long kitchen table held the tools for her trade: a mortar and pestle, glass vials to use for boiling liquids, stone knives for paring and cutting herbs. It looked as though someone had started a project, then walked away, the knife laid in a bundle of leaves that were only half cut, like a moment frozen in time.
“Davina!” she called, waiting with baited breath for an answer. Brenna knew there wouldn’t be one. That didn’t stop her from tearing through the house and searching for her daughter. A trail of destruction, as she desperately searched the house, was left behind her. Curtains were yanked hard from doorways and fell to the floor; chairs were knocked over as she pushed past them. She ran out the backdoor after upending all the rooms, her eyes wide and staring at the woods only a few lengths in front of her. There was no blood, no scent of rot. There were no dead bodies this far out from the other houses. Davina wasn’t here.
Her heart sank as she was forced to face the truth. They had come for her. They had taken her daughter, her heart, for vengeance. Brenna wobbled for a moment, before locking her knees and clenching her fists.
A firm hand suddenly gripped her arm and she jerked away in surprise, batting the hand away. Richard stood there, his eyes gleaming with anger. “What have you brought to our village, mage?" he hissed through gritted teeth.
Brenna blinked. “What? What do you mean?” Thoughts ran round and round in her head like a chained dog. Surely Davina was the only one missing. Surely it was only she they’d come for. There was no reason… her thoughts stuttered to a halt as she remembered the dead bodies she’d seen on her run to the house. They may have only taken Davina, but they had left casualties behind.
Richard didn’t bother to answer, just gestured sharply for her to follow him back towards the circle of houses. Brenna stumbled after him, her thoughts still roiling from the revelation. What had happened here? She found herself staring again, feeling like this numb state would last forever. Here were the corpses she had glossed over before, too caught up in the worry for her own daughter. Here were the dead she’d expected in her own home. She couldn’t recognize some of them because the mutilation was so bad. She could see tears on Richard’s face as they strode through the town.
Recognizing one of the women on the ground as a friend, Brenna knelt to touch her hand. Abruptly she was shoved away by Richard. Fighting for her balance, she sprang to her feet angrily and spun towards him.
“Don’t you dare defile her!” he growled at her.
“What… what happened?” she asked, her anger drained as she looked at the field of corpses around her. She had dreaded vengeance coming for her for so long, but had never, ever thought it would happen like this. Not hurting the innocents she just happened to be near. Her eyes drifted over the bodies again, suddenly seeing what was wrong about them. They were all grown adults and elders, in fact, they were all well into adulthood. There were no small children, no lanky teenagers, not even any young adults who were just beginning their trade.
Justina suddenly appeared in front of her. It took a moment for Brenna to focus on her face, her mind still swirling with what she was seeing and the implications of it. “Where have they taken them?” Justina said, her voice hard.
“Taken who?” Brenna said automatically before her brain caught up with her mouth.
“The children!” Justina yelled, exasperated. Brenna stayed silent, looking around again at the corpses surrounding her. The shock was slowly starting to wear off and her old reactions were coming back as she pushed through the smell of blood and death. She slowly pivoted, ignoring Richard and Justina’s hateful glares.
“I don’t know.” Her voice was calm, the torrent of emotions subsiding and cool logic coming back to her. “Are there any survivors?”
Justina stared at her in disbelief of Brenna’s calm. “There are five still alive,” she finally answered.
Brenna nodded. “I can heal them, if they’re injured.” Justina hesitated. “For spirits’ sake, you old fool,” Brenna snapped. “I can heal them. Where are they?”
The headwoman finally relented and jerked her chin at her own home. Brenna brushed past Richard when he tried to block her for some reason known only to him. Perhaps to try to stop her from casting any magic to hurt them. Who knew what he was thinking. The thought just reminded her of how ignorant this village was of mages and mageborn, which was to her benefit in the end. That was also one reason she’d been content here. They didn’t know the signs of a mage. Or a spirit. “I’ll be there momentarily,” she stated. Ignoring their glares, she walked past the bodies to her house.
Standing in the doorway again, Brenna inhaled. This would be the last time she came here. She knew that. If she managed to find and bring the children back to the villagers, she still wouldn’t be welcomed here. She and Davina would have to move on, find another life yet again. Finding herself in front of the worktable, her fingers brushed against the stone knife that still lay there.
“Remember, Davina,” she murmured, thinking back on the last time she’d seen her. “Only use stone when others are around. If they know we have steel, they’ll believe we have connections to the Belfries.”
Davina rolled her deep brown eyes, but she smiled and patted Brenna’s sun-tanned hand with her own dark brown one. “I know, Mom. Don’t worry. I’ll be careful.”
Brenna still hesitated, though her pack was on her back and the caravan was waiting for her. She heard her name called in the distance. “Are you sure you’re ok staying here by yourself? I can ask Justina if Francis can stay with you,” she asked.
At this, Davina had pushed her towards the door. “I’ll be fine, Mom. You’re needed with the caravan and I’m needed here to help with Maria’s baby.”
Brenna sighed, but turned around and hugged her daughter one last time. “I’ll be back soon. Love you, dearheart.”
Davina smiled and waved as Brenna walked away, before she vanished back into the house. Brenna blinked, setting the knife down and looking around. Taking a breath, she dragged her focus back to the present. They would have to move, she remembered. Even if the villagers had been ok with them staying, she couldn’t have stayed here with these memories now.
But, that would have to wait. First she had to get her daughter back. Going to the bedroom, she heaved aside the heavy blanket chest that sat at the foot of her bed. She ripped up the floorboards with difficulty, splinters digging into her fingers as she worked. Finally they were clear and revealed a deep hole in the ground. One that she dug in every house that she inhabited.
Inside the hole another chest sat. This one was made of true steel, forged by the sorcerer-smiths of the Sorcery Belfry. A thick padlock held it shut, but there was no keyhole on the lock. Holding it in her hand, she pushed out another surge of magic. After emptying herself on the road in the battle, then losing part of her magic looking for the traps, she was scraping the bottom of her magic well and this was becoming painful. The silver magic coated the lock, flashed white, then dissolved. The lock clicked open and Brenna threw back the lid with some effort. Digging through it, she pulled out the mage robe she’d hidden in it so long ago. Grabbing it by the shoulder seams, she shook it out sharply and just stared at it for a moment, the memories trying to overwhelm her. Shaking her head, she shrugged it on over her tunic and leggings, then redid her belt to wrap around the sleeveless robe.
Leaning down, she pulled out small pouches of various sizes that lay in the chest. Some of them she tied to the belt around her waist while others she slipped into the pockets on the inside of her robe. Four clay amulets, wrapped in silk and wool to keep them from breaking, were next. She carefully slipped them into an inner pocket that buttoned closed, cushioning them further with the soft fabric.
The last thing she needed was buried at the very bottom of the chest. Reaching in past the other items, she felt the long shallow box and sat back on her heels, laying the narrow box on her knees. The cherry wood was as red and rich as the day she’d put it there, decades ago. Her eyes traced the letters carefully burned into the wood then overlaid with gilt. “To the other half of my soul.” Running her fingers along the lines of the lid, she dug her thumbnails into the sliver of space. The lid resisted for a moment before it recognized her touch and gold washed over the box as the spell allowed her to open it. The silver band of the woven metal choker winked at her. Pulling it from the velvet lining of the box, she set the container aside. Both hands held it at either end, stretching it to its length before her. She closed her eyes as she fastened it around her neck, the clasp connecting magically, feeling like the lock slamming into place on her hope for a normal, magic-free life. There was no turning back as the choker settled against her skin, forming to her neck like it always had. The relief she unwillingly felt as the long-ago hoarded magic flooded out of the necklace, refilling her and giving her strength, soothed the scraped walls of her soul. The silver washed over her, pooling into the shadows of her skin before sinking into her.
Closing the jewelry box, she placed it back into the chest, along with the other items she had pulled out to find it. Shutting the lid of the steel chest, she pressed her hand to the lock again. This time it did not expend any of her precious magic, just a command. The spell, cast decades ago and embedded into the metal, responded and the trunk vanished, leaving only the imprint of its feet in the dirt. It would take time and effort to retrieve it from the guild hall, but she couldn’t leave the trunk here. It would be safe there.
Leaving the bedroom, she studied the dried herbs that hung from the rafters around the house. Pulling a few down, she wrapped them in rough linen rags and then stored them in more pockets in her mage robe. Only two things were left to retrieve: the wooden staff that she used for herding the few goats she kept and the bow with its quiver. She fastened the unstrung bow into its holder on the quiver, then slung the quiver’s strap over her shoulder, buckling it snugly to keep it from shifting too much. The staff she kept in hand as she walked to the only mirror in the house. Studying herself in the wavy reflection, she leant the staff against the wall, then scraped her hands through her hair, loosing it from the leather string keeping it tied back.
When she was done, her black hair was bound back, multiple braids clinging tightly to her scalp and gleaming with bound silver magic. More braids fell almost to her lower back from where she had woven the hair back. Picking up the staff, she walked to the door. Resting her fingers lightly on the doorway, she closed her eyes and thanked the house that stood around her. It had given them shelter in storms, shade from the sun and protection from the creatures that roamed the forest around them. It had almost been a home. Settling the strap firmer on her shoulder, she walked back towards the circle of houses.
Making her way to one of the larger houses, her nose wrinkled automatically at the smell of decomposing flesh and blood. Stepping into the house and away from the door, she scanned the sight before her. Five people lay on the floor, covered with blankets, each with a small group of family members gathered around them. Finally, she moved to one of the groups that was clustered around an older man named Andrew. Kneeling beside him, she looked at his wife who sat next to him with tears streaking her cheeks.
“I can heal him,” she said softly, laying one of her hands on the older woman’s, the marked difference between her tanned skin against Margery’s pale, wrinkled hand almost startling Brenna. “Will you let me?”
Margery, who had been huddled at the back of the caravan and so hadn’t seen the magic that Brenna wielded, only nodded, unable to speak. Brenna reached into the buttoned-up pocket, retrieving one of the clay amulets. It had been filled with Healing magic decades ago, during the Mage War. She could only hope it was still effective. Making sure they did not see how many she had as she pulled it carefully from the pocket, she placed it on Andrew’s chest before crushing it against him.
The fragile porcelain broke, cracks webbing across it before it disintegrated entirely. The stored blue-green magic washed over him, sinking into his body where the wounds were at their worst. When the magic was expended, Brenna sat back on her heels and watched. The magic stayed in him and did not spill out of him, which meant that it was actively working. If he’d been too near to death, the magic would have left him and pooled on the floor, unable to dissipate without a purpose and useless without a Healing magic to direct it. Turning to Margery, who now stared at her, mouth agape, she nodded. “He needs to rest, but he’ll live,” Brenna said.
Brenna stood and moved away, waiting for the magic to do its work. She had to hear the whole story before she would know what kind of action she needed to take. Glancing at the others laying around, she thought about it but did not raise her hand to the inner pocket again.
“What about the rest?” Justina asked, pushing a strand of pale blonde hair behind her ear and coming to stand next to her, though not too close.
Brenna shook her head. “I only had the one amulet,” she lied easily. “Do you know what happened? Has anyone been able to tell you?”
Justina took a moment, anger roiling in her eyes at Brenna’s inaction but then shook her head and stepped away, going to tend the others. Brenna looked back at Andrew. He was already sitting up, grasping Margery’s hand as he patted his body, looking for the wounds that were no longer there. Brenna walked forward and knelt beside him again, resting one arm on her knee and ignoring the shock in his eyes. “What happened here?” she asked, her voice flat with no inflection to betray her feelings.
Andrew looked at her for a moment before speaking. “They came. They all showed up, out of nowhere. People in rich clothing with gold sparking around their hands.” He shook his head, bewildered still. “I was in the woods hunting. I was coming home and saw them. They slaughtered everyone, then took them. Shoved them in a cart with bars on it. All of them,” he said again, softly.
Brenna stiffened. “Shoved who?” she pressed, trying to keep her voice gentle but needing to know for certain. “Who did they put in the cart?” 
He shook his head again, not in negation of her question but in simple shock and disbelief over what he’d seen. “The children,” he finally said, the words dropping like stones into Brenna’s heart.
“And Davina? Was she there, too?” Emotion hurried her words, almost tripping over her tongue in their haste to get the answer she needed.
Andrew could only nod, looking at her fearfully as the silver in her hair reflected in his eyes. She could only imagine the fear he felt upon seeing it after seeing the gold slaughter his family.
Brenna stood up, her boot heels clicking with the force. She knew what she had to do. Forgetting about Justina, she started to leave. The headwoman stopped her, fingers wrapping around her arm in a death grip. “Where are you going?” she demanded.
Shaking her roughly off, Brenna looked her in the eye. “To find them.” She looked back at the people behind her, then out the doorway at the rest of the villagers laying out the corpses. “Get these people out of here, Justina.”
“What?” The headwoman’s eyes widened in shock at Brenna’s tone.
“Get them out of here,” she repeated firmly. “Go back to the town. Once those eight mages don’t come back, whoever has that cart with the children will be back to find them. You all need to be gone before that happens.”
“We’re going with you,” Richard said, having heard the conversation from just beyond the doorway.
Brenna shook her head. “You’ll only be in the way. You are no match for mages, especially not ones with the power that we encountered on the road. Whoever they were helping can only be stronger to secure that kind of loyalty. Go back to the town. When I find the children, I’ll bring them to you there.”
“That’s ridiculous,” Justina snarled, trying to grab Brenna’s arm to make her face her. Brenna went still, turning and looking slowly into Justina’s eyes. She let her restored magic wash over her eyes till they were gleaming silver. The woman gulped but shoved past the fear that Brenna saw in her face.
“Justina,” Brenna began slowly, as if speaking to a disobedient toddler. “Who do you hate more than mages?” She knew it would take a moment and saw the bafflement on Justina’s face before it cleared and now, now true fear crept into her eyes and she backed hastily away.
“You’re a Mage Hunter,” Justina whispered. “You kill your own kind. Other mages.”
Brenna leaned into Justina’s space, her words only heard by the headwoman. “I’ve been a Mage Hunter for over a hundred years, Justina,” she whispered. “Don’t cross me.” Justina shrunk back at the threat, unwilling to contradict her again.
Turning to Richard, who hastily stepped out of her way, Brenna didn’t bother to explain to them that Mage Hunters only killed those who were out of control. Those mages who had lost themselves to the magic and sought to inflict on others the pain that they were feeling. The villagers would not have listened. All they saw was one who was at the very bottom of the barrel, the dregs that no one even deigned to look at, much less associate with. All they saw was someone who hunted down and murdered her fellow mages, breaking her vows as a Belfry Mage. Both Justina and Richard watched as she walked away, no longer trying to stop her.






  
  Chapter 3
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The gray mare that Brenna had pulled from the paddocks shifted restlessly, her ears twitching. Brenna brushed her as quickly as she could while being thorough. The mare was a shorter horse, but had the strength and stamina that she knew she would need for this kind of journey. Her training was minimal, but it was enough for Brenna. 
When she had left the paddock with the gray mare on a lead, a few people had started to say something until she looked at them, letting the silver magic coat her eyes. They’d retreated without another word.
Tightening the girth on the saddle, she finished loading the saddlebags before tying them to the back of the rig. Slipping the headstall over the horse’s ears, she almost wished she had a metal bit given the mare’s hot headed temperament, but that wasn’t an option here in the backwoods hamlet.
Pulling herself into the saddle, she headed to the forest where Andrew had directed her. Justina was at the edge of the village, waiting for her. Reining in the mare, Brenna waited, forcing Justina to speak first.
“You can’t just take off with her,” the headwoman finally spit out. “We need every horse available to get everyone out of here.”
Brenna raised an eyebrow. “And how will you stop me?” she asked.
“Richard will…,” Justina started, with heat in her words.
Brenna cut her off before she could finish. “You need every person in this village to pack up and leave. You don’t have time to worry about one missing horse. Now either move or get trampled.” She edged the horse forward until the mare’s nose was a hair’s breadth away from Justina’s shoulder. Justina cursed her but finally turned and left, stomping back towards the village.
“Once the children are returned to us, I’d better never see you again,” she snarled over her shoulder.
Brenna tried to bring up her old ways, let herself be amused by the pseudo-threat. But it was hard. She’d spent so many years in this village and let herself grow close to so many people here. She knew them too well. They had been the closest thing to a family that she and Davina had known in all their travels. Rejection once a mage had been revealed was quite normal, expected even. That was why mages tended to keep to the Belfries or their own communities. There were some profiteering mages who set up shops in the larger cities where they could skim wealth from the desperate or the fearless. Still, every Belfry trained mage, even most of the untrained ones, knew that once people found out they could wield magic that they would be run out of their home. They were lucky to escape with their lives depending on how powerful they were.
Brenna was not oblivious. She knew the villagers would send their own party to track down the children. But a larger
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