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      The tent was still dark when Devon woke. He lay there for a few minutes, listening to the distant call of the trumpets, knowing he had to rise, but dreading the coming dawn. Finally, unable to delay any longer, he threw off his blanket and rolled from the camp stretcher. Reluctantly he began to dress, pulling on a fresh pair of leather leggings, followed by a woollen gambeson and his chainmail vest. He shivered as the heavy armour settled on his broad shoulders, its icy touch already seeping through to his skin.

      Rubbing his hands to fend off the winter cold, Devon laced up his boots and shuffled across to the portable camp brazier. If he was quick, he might have time to reheat last night’s gruel before the morning’s…festivities began. Bending down, he added kindling to the iron stove, then struck the flint until a spark caught. Allowing himself a smile, he blew gently to stoke the flames before adding a log from his dwindling stack of firewood.

      Satisfied the fire had caught, he closed the steel grate and stirred the pot sitting on the brazier. The scent of spiced beef filled the tent, mixing with the stench of smoke and sweat. It had been days since he’d last bathed—but at least that was more than most of his fellow soldiers could say. At twenty years old, his promotion to lieutenant had been hard earned, but at least it had come with a few privileges.

      Still, he was quickly growing weary of the fame his promotion had brought him. Devon had once worn his reputation as a badge of pride; but now that a real badge had been pinned to his chest, he found himself weighed down by guilt, shamed by the praise men heaped on him for his exploits on the battlefield.

      He shivered, thinking of the festivities planned for the day. Straken, the last Trolan stronghold, had fallen yesterday—its walls sundered, its Magickers crushed, its army shattered. The war was over. Plorsea’s supremacy had been restored over the Three Nations. The Tsar finally had his victory.

      Devon had played his part, leading the vanguard as they charged through the broken gates. With his warhammer in hand, he had carved his way deep into the ranks of Trolan soldiers. Men had run screaming before the ferocity of his charge, allowing Devon’s comrades to scramble through the breach after him.

      The shriek of the men dying beneath his hammer echoed through Devon’s mind, and closing his eyes, he forced the memories away.

      His nose twitched as he caught the stench of burning. Cursing, he lifted the pot from the camp stove. The bottom had caught, but most of the stew remained untouched. Reaching for a spoon, he scooped a piece of meat into his mouth.

      The sharp screech of the Tsar’s trumpet sounded as Devon began to chew. He glanced at the pot, his stomach still rumbling with hunger, then returned it to the stove. The rest of his breakfast would have to wait. Leaving the fire to burn down, he took up his half-helm and placed it on his head.

      Then he picked up the warhammer from beside his bed. It weighed almost ten pounds, but he hefted it as though it was no heavier than a short sword. The smooth haft of elm felt at home in his meaty hand, more like an extension of himself than a weapon. A dozen runes, worn with age, were etched across its head, written in some long-forgotten language.

      He knew what they said, though. Their meaning had been passed down through generations, from father to son, from a time when the heroes had strode the land.

      Kanker.

      The hammer of heroes. That was what Devon’s father had called it, late at night as he told the story of Alan, their ancestor who had stood with the Gods atop the walls of Fort Fall and defied the dark powers of Archon.

      Thinking of the legend, Devon’s shame returned, and he quickly sheathed the ancient hammer on his back. Times had been simpler back then, when men had followed the paths of the Gods, knowing they fought for the side of good.

      Yet the Gods were a hundred years gone. The age of man had come, and with it, the lines between good and evil had blurred. Two years ago, he had joined the Plorsean army as it marched from Ardath, eager to defend his nation, to banish the Trolan invaders. They had done that and more, driving the foreign army back through mountain passes, all the way to the Trolan capital of Kalgan.

      Only then, driven to desperation, had the Trolans sued for peace. But by then it had been too late, and the Plorsean armies had razed the city to the ground. It was during that great battle that Devon had earned his promotion to lieutenant.

      Just thinking of it now made Devon’s stomach tie itself in knots.

      After the city’s fall, the Tsar had ordered his armies on, marching them north along the Trolan coast. Now, six months and four fallen cities later, the war had finally come to an end. After today, Trola would never rise again.

      Shaking his head, Devon cast off his melancholy and stepped through his tent flap. Outside, he squinted into the dawn’s light, his eyes struggling to adjust to the sudden brightness. His stomach twisted when he saw the scarlet glow of sunrise.

      The beginning of the end.

      Silently he started down the hill. Movement came from the other tents as more men stepped out into the open. They walked quickly to join the crowd making its way down the hill. Soon the trickle became a flood, as ten thousand soldiers formed up for the day’s ceremony.

      Straken, like every other city since the fall of Kalgan, had chosen defiance over surrender.

      Now its citizens would face the consequences of their choice.

      As the light grew, Devon’s eyes were drawn out across the silent plains, to where the walled city waited near the sea. So far north, the city’s walls were thick and tall, a remnant from the days when Archon and his hordes had walked the Northern wastelands. Though now a hundred years past, the stone walls remained, unbroken.

      Until now.

      It hadn’t taken long for the Tsar’s catapults and siege towers to tear the stone and mortar asunder. As the watch towers collapsed and the gates broke open, Devon had made his charge, leading his fellow soldiers into the storm of battle. Even with their defences shattered, the Trolans had fought like demons, men and women alike standing together against the coming flood.

      In the end, it had availed them nothing.

      With kanker in hand and the bloodlust on him, Devon had sliced through the defenders like a God amongst men. His slaughter had been indiscriminate, his victims reduced to shattered skulls and broken bodies. Only when the end came had he looked back over the carnage and felt the familiar shame.

      Now, as he stared out over the broken towers and shattered spires of the temple, the shame swelled. The people of Straken had not been soldiers. The Trolan army had died with the fall of Kalgan. Those who remained here had been civilians, called up to defend their city, their nation, from the foreign army of the Tsar. They had only been trying to protect their livelihood, their families, their homeland.

      Yet who was Devon to question the Tsar? After all, the man had been the first to bring peace to the Three Nations, uniting the warring states of Trola, Plorsea and Lonia into a single empire. It had been Trola who’d broken that peace, Trola who’d first marched through the Branei Pass to attack western Plorsea.

      They had earned this fate.

      So why did he feel so ashamed?

      Devon came to a stop as another horn sounded. Standing to attention, he stared straight ahead. The head of his hammer dug uncomfortably into the small of his back, but he did not move to shift it. Around him, ten thousand men stood with him, their eyes fixed to the wooden stage at the foot of the hill.

      Movement came from the city gates. Prisoners taken after the fall of the city had been kept there overnight, overseen by a host of soldiers and the Tsar’s Magickers. Now the gates were swinging open, and the Plorsean soldiers who’d kept watch were beginning their slow ascent up the hill.

      Between them, blindfolded with their hands bound in chains, came the Trolan Magickers who had survived the final battle. They would be marched back to Plorsea, where the Tsar would ensure their magic never posed a danger to anyone ever again.

      As the last of the soldiers left the city, the great wood and iron gates swung shut behind them. They had been hurriedly repaired during the night—along with the worst of the breaches in the wall. With the gates barred, Straken’s remaining citizens were trapped inside the city.

      “People of Straken!” a herald boomed, his voice carrying out over the crowd of waiting soldiers.

      Movement came from the men and women surrounding the platform. The royal guards came marching through the crowd, weapons held at the ready. They wore the familiar crimson cloaks of the Plorsean army, but their golden half-helms left no doubt of their identity. Sunlight glinted from their steel-plated armour as they formed two lines leading up to the stage.

      “People of Straken!” the herald on the stage repeated as he stepped aside. Lifting a hand, he pointed to a figure now moving through the ranks of royal guards. “Behold, your final judgement!”

      Devon shivered as his eyes settled on the Tsar. The man stood no taller than Devon’s own six-foot-five, but he carried himself with an aura of invincibility, as if the Gods themselves might bow to his powers. Jet-black hair curled down around his shoulders, while on his head sat a golden crown inset with a dozen diamonds. Thick eyebrows framed his crystal blue eyes. His pale cheeks showed no sign of his fifty years, except where a pale white lock of hair hung across his forehead.

      A frown creased the Tsar’s brow as he looked down at the enemy Magickers gathered before the stage. Even from where Devon stood, he could see the anger in the man’s eyes. He swallowed, his mouth dry as he wondered what it would be like if those eyes were to turn on him.

      The crystal eyes swept past the Magickers, to where the city of Straken waited with its paltry gathering of survivors. Not a murmur came from the towering walls. Somewhere within, Devon knew the people waited, praying to long-dead Gods for deliverance. It would not come, he knew. Just as it had not come for Kalgan, or Cascade, or Drata, or Palma before them.

      When the Tsar spoke, his words boomed across the fields like thunder, his voice magically projected so all could hear.

      “Three long weeks ago, you were offered a choice.” The Tsar’s tone was soft, sorrowful, as though the city’s decision had brought him great pain. “You were told to bow to your one true ruler, or perish. Alas, you chose death.”

      With his final word, an awful roar came from the hills behind the army. Another followed, then another and another, the sounds merging to create a terrible thunder, a chorus of demonic voices that promised only one thing.

      Death.

      Devon looked up in time to see the first beast sweep past. The air crackled as great wings rose, sending wind rushing through the men gathered below. The stench of ash and rotting meat filled the air. Clenching his jaw, he watched on as the great beasts flew towards the city.

      Moments later, the first flames blossomed.

      Even standing far up on the hill, Devon felt the heat of the inferno on his cheeks. He held his breath as the beasts roared again, the sunlight glinting off their blood-red scales.

      In Straken, the silence broke as the first screams carried up to the watching soldiers. From the hilltop, little could be seen of the townsfolk huddled inside the city, but there was no mistaking the terror carried by their cries. As the dragons circled back, the flames rushing from their awful jaws, the screams rose, the first traces of agony joining the chorus.

      Inside the walls, there was no escape from the dragons’ wrath. For weeks the enemy Magickers had held the beasts at bay, driving them back with wind and lightning and light. But with their Magickers defeated, the survivors were defenceless. Trapped within the ancient battlements that had protected them for so many centuries, the city would now become their tomb.

      The Plorsean army watched in silence as the flames engulfed the city. Not a man moved as the five Red Dragons circled. They were the Tsar’s creatures, taken from Dragon Country, bound and chained by his magic. Once, the Gold Dragons had fought alongside man, willing allies against the powers of darkness. They were extinct now, but with the vicious Reds as slaves, the Three Nations now had little need for their more docile golden cousins.

      Overhead, the Red Dragons turned and dove back towards the city. The great jaws opened as one, and the crimson flames rushed down, engulfing the last bastion of refuge within the city. Heat washed over the watching men and women. Sweat dripped from Devon’s brow as he listened to the screams slowly die away.

      When it was finally over, and silence had returned to the city, the Tsar spoke again.

      “It is done.” As before, the sorrow was heavy in his voice. “The war is won. Tomorrow, we return to Plorsea.”

      A cheer went up from the army. Despite himself, Devon joined in, raising a fist skyward in celebration. He had waited so long to hear those words, to know the slaughter was finally over, that he could return to the city of his childhood and hang up his hammer.

      Yet now he felt no joy, no happiness—only relief.

      He was going home.

      But the boy who had left had died long ago.
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      Fire.

      The thought came to Alana as she drifted through the darkness. Rising from the depths, it sent waves rippling through her consciousness. Comprehension came moments later, as the first tendrils of awareness returned. Heat washed over her, urgent and demanding, drawing her back.

      Then the first sounds reached her ears - screams and shouting, the pounding of feet...the crackling of flames!

      Touched by panic, Alana fought the pull of sleep and forced her eyes to open. The sight that greeted her was one of pure chaos.

      She lay on a smooth stone ledge, looking down over a pit some hundred feet deep. Steps lined the walls of the pit, leading down to the dark waters far below.

      A stepwell.

      The name rose from the depths of her subconscious, but her mind was already moving on. All around the stepwell, people were fleeing, clambering up the steep stairs, desperate to escape. Sitting up, her gaze travelled down into the depths of the pit, where flames raged on a platform beside the water. There, a small figure was dancing amidst the flames.

      She stared as the figure staggered to the edge of the platform and hurled himself into the pool. He vanished beneath the surface, but the fire was undeterred. Its orange tongues danced across the dark waters. Somewhere in its depths, the figure continued to thrash, lit by the flame’s glow.

      Finally, the figure forced himself to the surface, his desperate screams echoing up from below. High above, Alana shuddered. The cry had not been one of pain or agony, but of fear.

      Magic.

      As the word formed in her mind, a fresh terror lit in Alana’s chest. It was followed by another name, one that sent tendrils of ice coiling around her spine.

      Stalkers.

      They would be on their way by now, drawn by the pulse of the wild magic below. They could not be allowed to find her, could not be allowed to take her brother.

      With the thought, she twisted around, searching for him. Her panic eased as she found her brother lying nearby. He was still unconscious, but gathering herself, she crawled across and shook him.

      “Braidon, wake up!” she hissed in his ear.

      At fifteen, he was eight years her junior, but he was already closing on her own five foot and seven inches. His eyelids flickered at her touch, and she let out a breath as his blue eyes found hers. His eyebrows knotted into a frown as he looked up at her.

      “Alana?” he asked, his voice groggy. “What’s going on?”

      Brushing the curly black hair from his face, she helped him sit up. “Wild magic.”

      “Not…mine?”

      She shook her head and gestured into the stepwell, where the flames were finally starting to die away. The young Magicker had pulled himself from the water and now lay on the platform once more, his chest heaving. Alana swallowed as her eyes now found the bodies lying on the steps nearby.

      “We’d better go,” she said quietly.

      He nodded, and with her help, regained his feet. Together they turned and made their way up the rows of staircases, legs aching with the exertion. Struggling with her brother’s weight, Alana scanned the top of the stepwell, watching as the last survivors of the conflagration disappeared over the lip. There was still no sign of the dark-cloaked Stalkers, but they couldn’t be far off. Gritting her teeth, she picked up the pace.

      They had just reached the top of the stairs when a shout carried across to them. Twisting, Alana glanced back, and watched as a group of five dark-cloaked figures started down into the pit. She held her breath, waiting for them to look up and spot the two fugitives. But their eyes were fixed on the depths of the stepwell, where the boy had just turned to watch their approach.

      Fire lit the boy’s hands as he stood. The Stalkers scattered as flames rushed up to greet them. Only one stood his ground. Alana felt a tingle of recognition as the man raised his hand. Around the stepwell, wind swirled, hastening inwards, crackling as it gathered around the Stalker. The inferno roared, then went out as the gale pushed them back down into the waters of the stepwell.

      Below, the boy groaned. He swayed on his feet, then his knees went out from beneath him, and he collapsed face first onto the stone platform. The Stalkers quickly regathered and, drawing their blades, descended towards the motionless figure.

      “Alana!” Braidon’s voice came from behind her. He tugged urgently at the sleeve of her coat. “We have to go!”

      Alana nodded, her eyes still fixed on the Stalker who had turned back to the flames. He led the way down into the stepwell, the winds still swirling around him. His black hair was streaked with blonde, and there was a coldness in his brown eyes as he approached the fallen boy. A golden star pinned to his chest marked him as lieutenant of the Stalkers—the man in charge of capturing rogue Magickers and bringing them before the Tsar’s justice. Since the civil war five years before, all magic had been forbidden except by the Tsar’s allowance.

      Magic like her brother’s.

      She turned away then, following her brother over the edge of the stepwell. At the last moment, a voice called her back, shrill and filled with pain.

      “Please, no, don’t hurt him!”

      Looking back, Alana glimpsed a woman on the opposite side of the stepwell. Soot stained her face and there were burn marks on her plain dress. She had clearly been caught up in the conflagration below, but now she started down into the pit, face set, eyes fixed on the Stalkers.

      “Please,” she called again, “he’s just a child!”

      Across the pit, the lieutenant looked up. His eyes took in the woman with a single glance. He said nothing, but with a gesture, one of his men advanced in her direction. Her face paled as she watched the man stride towards her, but she did not flee. She cried out as the Stalker grabbed her arm and tried to pull away. Before she could resist further, his sword hilt slammed into her head. She collapsed without a sound.

      Turning away, Alana grabbed her brother’s hand. Together they rushed into the shadows of a nearby building and disappeared into the alleyways of Ardath. The capital of Plorsea was massive, and for what felt like weeks, they had sought anonymity amongst its crowds. Yet now Alana felt exposed, as though with her glimpse of the Stalkers today, she had revealed herself to them. She could feel the noose closing, the hunt drawing near.

      Only when they were several blocks away did Alana finally allow them to slow. Heart hammering in her chest, she slipped from the shadows back out into the bustling street, drawing her brother onwards. They had come out in the spice market, and hand in hand, they made their way through the press of bodies.

      Alana was still struggling to comprehend what had happened. The events leading up to the explosion were a blur, the memories already fading, as though she were viewing them through a narrow tube. There had been an explosion, a rush of white, then…darkness.

      All she knew was they had almost been caught—that pure chance had nearly brought the full wrath of the Tsar down on them. In her mind, she imagined the Stalkers closing in, their swords seeking her flesh, while the lieutenant with his cold brown eyes dragged her brother away.

      Shuddering, Alana forced the thoughts away. But she knew they could not ignore the warning. Today the illusion of safety she’d felt in Ardath had been stripped away. There was no doubt in her mind any longer—they had to get out.

      If only it were so easy. Ardath stood alone on the cliffs of an island, located in the centre of the largest lake in the Three Nations. The gates were guarded day and night, as were the great granite stairwells leading down to the docks. While she had scavenged enough coin for the ferry crossing, there would be little left to spare. They would travel the Gods Road as paupers, unable to afford passage further down the river to Lon.

      At any moment during the long journey, they might be discovered. Then everything would be for naught. She and her brother would be dragged back to Ardath in chains, to face the Tsar’s justice. Her life would be forfeit, and her brother…

      She shuddered. No, she would not think of that. Tonight, she would visit the inns and pubs frequented by merchants; perhaps there would be one leaving in the next few days with need of extra workers. Alone, she and her brother were sure to draw the attention of the guards. With other travellers, they would blend in with the crowd. Or so she prayed.

      Either way, Alana’s heart told her they could not wait. They would leave sometime within the week, whether she found a merchant caravan or not. The journey would be long and treacherous, but she had her sabre, even now slapping at her thigh. Together they would make it to Northland, and the safety promised there for rogue Magickers.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            2

          

        

      

    

    
      Devon watched in silence as the couple walked slowly up to the gallows. They moved with heads bowed, shoulders slumped by the weight of defeat. A crowd was already gathering as the excitement in the plaza built. Public executions were becoming a rarity nowadays. The last of the Trolan rebels had been quashed years ago, and few now dared defy the Tsar’s rule.

      Not these two. He himself had warned them of their folly just days ago, when they had come to him for help. He’d known they were desperate—most were by the time they came seeking his services. But while coin was short, Devon was no fool. It didn’t matter how much they offered, no amount of money was worth incurring the Tsar’s wrath. Not here in Ardath, at least, in the centre of the empire.

      How right he had been. His mood was dark as he watched the scarlet-cloaked guards drape the ropes around the prisoners’ necks. Around him, angry murmurs spread through the crowd as the couple looked out over the square. Several bystanders had been killed by the wild magic their son had unleashed, and the mood in the city had quickly turned on them.

      Shaking his head, Devon lowered his gaze from the platform, his eyes sweeping the crowd. He picked out several guards moving amongst the clustered bodies, faces alert for danger, hands never far from their sword hilts. With the Tsar’s new laws forbidding magic, it had been almost a year since the last outbreak. The sudden return of danger had left people afraid and angry. It wouldn’t take much for the mob to turn violent.

      Devon’s jaw tightened as a black-garbed man joined the couple on the raised gallows. The golden star marked him as a lieutenant, but Devon didn’t need such reminders to recognise Quinn. They had fought together five years ago during the civil war, but since then their paths had diverged. Quinn had continued his service with the Tsar, advancing from Battle Magicker to Stalker, and eventually being promoted to lieutenant.

      And Devon…

      Well, he had chosen his path that cold morning when the dragons had burned Straken.

      Up on the platform, Quinn attempted a smile, but even from a distance the gesture looked forced. The man had proved himself a ferocious warrior during the war, aided in no small part by his magic, but charisma had never been a part of his skillset.

      “Good citizens of Ardath.” He spoke softly, but nonetheless his voice carried to every watcher in the square. Devon guessed Quinn had one of the Tsar’s heralds sequestered somewhere in the crowd, magically enhancing his voice. “Thank you for joining me today to witness the Tsar’s justice. By his command, these two traitors are to be executed for the destruction of the stepwell. The deaths caused by their betrayal will long be remembered in our hearts, not least because they could so easily have been avoided—if only the condemned had not selfishly kept their son’s power a secret.”

      Around Devon, men and women shouted their approval, their fists raised to the sky. Applause swept through the crowd as Quinn turned to the couple standing at the gallows. The man’s eyes were fixed to the wooden trapdoor beneath his feet, but the woman stared back at the dark-cloaked Stalker, her silver eyes untouched by tears.

      “Do you have any last words for yourselves?” Quinn asked, his eyes meeting those of the woman.

      The woman straightened, her silver eyes flashing out over the crowd. “We were only protecting our son.” Her voice carried across the square without any help from the hidden Magicker. “Which of you would not have done the same?”

      Despite himself, Devon lowered his eyes. His chest constricted as he remembered how the same woman had come pleading for his help. He had dismissed her with a cold wave of his hand, eager to rid himself of her presence as quickly as possible. Now he found himself wondering if he could have changed things, if he could have convinced them to choose another path.

      He shook his head. There was no point wondering ‘what if’ now—the deed was done, their fate decided.

      On the stage, Quinn moved towards the woman. “Your son killed four innocent Plorsean citizens,” he said softly. “Had you brought him to the citadel when his power woke, their lives could have been spared. Instead, you allowed evil into our great city.”

      The woman stared back at him, undaunted. “We did what we had to, to protect our son,” she hissed. “To keep him away from vile people like—”

      Before the woman could finish, Quinn stepped forward and slammed his fist into her stomach. The woman doubled over, the movement pulling the noose tight around her neck. With her arms tied behind her back, she staggered sideways, almost losing her balance. Her mouth opened as she desperately tried to draw breath. Her feet kicked against the wooden stage, and finally found purchase. Gasping, she pushed herself back up. A red streak now marked her throat where the rope had caught her.

      Ignoring the woman, Quinn looked out across the crowd. “The Tsar has spoken—”

      He broke off as the woman spoke behind him, her voice broken, half a whisper now. “May Antonia protect my son.”

      Quinn looked back at her, a scowl marking his brow. “The Goddess is dead.”

      And so is her son, Devon thought sadly, though no one knew what truly became of the Magickers brought before the Tsar.

      “The Tsar has spoken,” Quinn continued, ignoring the interruption. “All Magickers must be brought to the citadel for the safety of our empire. Those who aid fugitive Magickers, who conceal them from the law, face death. The law is clear. Let it be done.”

      As he spoke, Quinn lifted his hand, and then dropped it down in a sudden cutting motion. A sharp crack rattled across the square as the trapdoors beneath the prisoners gave way, sending the couple plummeting downwards.

      Devon quickly averted his eyes, but there was no keeping out the roar of the crowd’s approval. All around him, the citizens of Ardath began to cheer. Shaking his head, Devon waited a few minutes, and then made his way through the crowd. There was no need to linger any longer. Normally, he would rather fight a Raptor unarmed than watch a public execution, but when he’d heard about the couple’s arrest…

      Swallowing, he threaded his way through the crowd, eager to escape the ignominious joy of his fellow citizens. How they could celebrate the death of two loving parents was beyond him. The press of bodies made his passage difficult, but slowly he found his way to the edge of the plaza and slipped into the relative peace of a side alley.

      Only then did he let his anger show. A scowl appeared on his lips as he remembered the woman’s pleas, her desperate call on the Gods, on their long-lost power to protect her son. He could only shake his head at her faith. The Gods had been gone for over a century now—if they’d ever existed in the first place. They sure as hell weren’t going to save the young Magicker.

      No, more likely the boy was already dead. The second his magic had manifested, his life had been forfeit, his future stolen. That was the way of things now, ever since the end of the civil war. The outlawing of Magickers had been the Tsar’s first decree on his return to Ardath—and had been welcomed by much of the population. The Trolan Magickers had wreaked a dreadful toll on the Plorsean army, and the destruction caused by wild magic was well known nowadays.

      Unfortunately, one did not choose to become a Magicker. And those who had surrendered themselves to the citadel had rarely been seen again. A few children had re-emerged as Magickers in the employ of the Tsar, but the others…

      Well, no one knew what became of the others.

      Forcing the thoughts from his mind, Devon threaded his way through the darkening alleyways. Above, the light slowly faded from the sky, the sun dropping away to the west. He picked up the pace, his thoughts on the path ahead. After the display in the square, he needed a place to drown his sorrows, a haven where he could escape, and forget the face of the woman as she dropped from the gallows.

      Devon sighed in relief as he turned a corner and found himself standing in front of the Firestone Pub. Shaking off his lethargy, he crossed the street and stomped his way up the wooden steps. The door gave a familiar screech as he pushed his way inside. Leaving behind the icy air outside, he crossed to the bar and waved at the bartender.

      Behind the bar, Kellian waved back, a clay mug already in hand. It was half-full by the time Devon slumped into the seat across from his friend. Topping off the pint, Kellian sent it sliding across the bar with a grim smile.

      “Bad?” he asked.

      “Worse than I expected,” Devon replied gruffly. He took a long swig of ale before placing the mug back on the bar. Putting several silver shillings on the wooden counter, he looked across at his friend. “Keep ’em coming, would ya?”

      Kellian raised an eyebrow. “So long as you don’t make trouble, Devon.”

      Like Quinn, Devon had met Kellian during the war. Unlike Quinn, Kellian had chosen to retire alongside Devon. Now thirty years of age, he was five years Devon’s senior, and all the richer for it. Of course, he’d also done a far better job squirreling away his earnings. On his return from Trola, Kellian had traded his sword for an innkeeper’s club, and quickly settled into the new life.

      Devon, on the other hand, had a habit of spending his shillings as fast as he earned them. To make matters worse, his superiors had not expected the renowned warrior to retire his commission after the war. Plans had been made for him, promotions planned without Devon’s knowledge. His announcement had sent shock waves rippling through the army—and caused no small amount of humiliation for several of his superiors. He’d made enemies, but there had been no help for it.

      After the charnal house they’d made of Trola, Devon had lost his stomach for war.

      “Who do you take me for?” Devon asked, smiling despite himself. “A Lonian?”

      Kellian snorted. “Who was that ancestor of yours again? Alan something or other? A Lonian through and through, if I’m not wrong!”

      Devon scowled. “Don’t remind me.”

      Scooping up his mug, Devon downed the rest of his ale. Once, tales of the great hammerman had inspired him. Ever since he’d been old enough to lift kanker, he’d dreamed of living up to the legend, of carving new tales with the fabled hammer. He’d marched against Trola with dreams of glory in his young head. Instead, he’d found only death and shame.

      Silently Kellian refilled his mug. “Sorry,” he said softy. “I forget, sometimes.”

      Devon forced a smile. “It’s nothing, old friend. Come on, why don’t you join me for a drink? It’ll be hours before any customers show after that…display.”

      Kellian nodded. He had just picked up a fresh mug when the screech of the door announced a new customer. Raising an eyebrow, Devon turned to look at the newcomer. His heart sank as he recognised the golden helm held in the crook of the man’s arm.

      Royal guard.

      A grin stretched across the man’s stubbled chin as he saw Devon sitting at the bar. He strode quickly across the room, his boots thumping hard on the wooden floor, and slid onto the stool beside Devon.

      “Why, if it isn’t the cowardly hero!” Laughter boomed across the bar as the newcomer slapped Devon on the back. “What are we drinking? I’ve always wanted to meet you.”

      Scowling at the man, Devon ignored the question—and the insult. He was familiar with the nickname, though few dared say it to his face. Undeterred by Devon’s icy glare, the guard waved for Kellian to pour him a pint of ale. Kellian glanced once in question at Devon, but there was little either of them could do to rid themselves of the man. As a royal guard, he had connections of which they could only dream. Silently, Kellian drew another mug from beneath the bar and poured the man his drink.

      “Ahhh, that hits the spot!” the guard boomed after he’d slurped down a mouthful of ale. Turning to Devon, he offered his hand. “The name’s Anthony. Just came from the plaza. Don’t suppose you got a chance to watch the traitors hang?”

      Devon stared at the man’s hand for a moment before reaching down to shake the pale fingers. Squeezing a little too tightly, Devon couldn’t help but take some pleasure watching the man flinch. Anthony’s brow hardened as he retrieved his bruised hand, and it was a while before he spoke again.

      “Hard to believe a man like you won’t use a blade,” he said quietly. Reaching down, he drew a dagger from his belt. The steel glinted in the light of the oil lamp as he pointed it at Devon. “No wonder you earned the nickname. I swear, if I was as big as you, I’d be rich!”

      Devon turned his amber eyes on the guard. The man was a full head and shoulders beneath his own six-foot-five, but his slender frame was heavily muscled. He’d moved with the graceful balance of a warrior as he entered the bar, and he held the dagger with the air of a professional. If that wasn’t enough to warn Devon of the man’s skill, the golden helm resting on the bar left no doubt. Weak men did not get to be guards for the Tsar.

      The man was clearly spoiling for a fight, but Devon had made his friend a promise. Letting out a long sigh, he climbed to his feet and looked down at the guard. He placed a hand on the man’s back and shook his head.

      “If you’d ever used that sword outside the training grounds, you’d understand,” Devon said softly.

      Turning on his heel, he left the bar before the man could form a response. He moved quickly through the double doors and outside. Just as he reached the bottom of the stairs, the screech of the doors came from behind him.

      “I’ll not be insulted by the likes of you,” called the guard.

      Turning, Devon watched the man stride down the steps towards him, his hand on the pommel of his sword. Devon glanced at the blade, then back at the guard’s face. His eyes narrowed, his heart beating faster at the thought of a fight. “You draw that, you’d better be ready to use it, Sonny.”

      Anthony hesitated, his eyes flickering in either direction, but the street was empty. Swallowing, he straightened. “I don’t need a blade to beat a coward,” he growled.

      “Is that so?” Devon asked.

      He stepped forward, so that he stood just an inch from the man. Anthony might have had the height and muscle to match most foes, but Devon was no ordinary warrior. He had proven that during the civil war, when men had fallen beneath his hammer like wheat before the scythe. Now unarmed and unarmoured, the power of presence still sent fear slicing through the young guard’s bravado.

      “Go home, Sonny,” he said quietly.

      Turning away, he started off down the street. He only made it a couple of steps before the scuffing of leather on stone announced the guard’s pursuit. Devon leapt to the side and heard a curse as Anthony stumbled past. His arms windmilled, and screaming, he twisted to give chase.

      Devon met him with a right cross to the face. The blow halted the man in his tracks and sent him lurching back. But to Devon’s surprise, he did not fall. Staggering sideways, he straightened and came at Devon in a rush. Caught out, Devon caught a blow on his chin before he could register the man’s speed. He twisted with the blow, deflecting its power, and slammed a left hook into his opponent’s stomach.

      Breath hissed between the guard’s teeth as he bent in two. Pain throbbing from his cheek, Devon felt the old rush of his anger returning. Blood pounding in his ears, he stepped in and drove two blows in quick succession into his reeling opponent. The man’s strength went from him in a rush, but before he could fall Devon caught him beneath the arms.

      Anthony’s head sagged as Devon lifted him up. “Not so tough now, are you Sonny?” he snapped.

      Bone crunched as he smashed his fist into his opponent’s chin. Blood dripped from his knuckles, but he no longer cared. A low rumble came from Devon’s throat as he lifted the man above his head and hurled him across the street. He landed with a crash in a pile of old pottery, and did not rise.

      Teeth bared, Devon watched the man for several seconds before shaking his head. If that was the best the Tsar had to draw on, it was a good thing the man had magic. Letting out a long breath, he allowed his anger fade. Guilt rose to replace it. For just a moment, the rush of battle had overwhelmed him. He had allowed the joy of combat to wash away his common sense, and set the beast free.

      Now there would be repercussions. The man was a royal guard and wouldn’t hesitate to make Devon’s life a living nightmare. But that was a worry for tomorrow. Tonight, he wanted nothing more than to sleep. Turning towards home, he started off down the bricked street, before a voice called out behind him.

      “Wait!”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            3

          

        

      

    

    
      Alana shivered as the giant of a man turned towards her. Blood ran from a cut on his cheek, and his unkept beard and flattened nose gave him a look of such ferocity she almost took a step back in shock. The silence stretched out as his amber eyes watched her, a dark scowl written across his forehead. His massive shoulders were hunched, his hands clenched into fists as he watched her, waiting for her to speak.

      Swallowing, Alana forced herself forward. “I know you.”

      “I don’t know you,” he replied, his voice gruff and unwelcoming.

      “No,” she murmured, biting her lip, “but then, I wasn’t a hero in the war.”

      “What’s that to you?”

      “Is it true you’re a sellsword now?” she asked quickly, before the words deserted her.

      She had spent the last three days visiting Ardath’s various pubs and inns, asking for word of travellers leaving the city, for merchant caravans in need of an extra hand. But with the onset of winter, few dared to venture out into the wilderness at this time of year. A few planned to take ship all the way to Lon, but Alana had neither the coin nor the skill to aid on such a venture.

      Desperate, she had turned her search to the poorer quarters of the city. The Firestone Pub was one of the nicer establishments in this area, but as she had turned the corner and started towards it, the two men had staggered outside and begun their fight. She could not recall seeing the legendary hammerman before, but it hadn’t taken much to make the connection. Few people in the Three Nations matched the size of the man standing in front of her. And if he was willing to help them…

      “No offence, missy, but you don’t look like you could afford me,” Devon replied, one eyebrow raised.

      Heat spread to Alana’s cheeks. She’d heard the man was a brute, a soldier who’d do a man’s dirty work for a few coins, but she wasn’t about to be talked down to. Her cloak rustled as she pulled it back, revealing the hilt of her sabre.

      A smile twitched on the giant’s lips. “Are you sure you want to threaten me?” He gestured to the man still lying in the pile of broken pottery. “Didn’t turn out so well for the last man.”

      “I’m not a man,” Alana growled. She held his gaze for a moment, and then allowed her cloak to settle back into place. “But you’re right, I didn’t come here to fight.”

      “What did you come here for?”

      “For help.” She paused, eyes flickering to the shadows of the street. Biting her lip, she decided to take a chance on the brute. “My brother and I are leaving the city in the morning. I’ve been trying to find someone to make the voyage with…”

      “Not many travellers on the road this time of year,” Devon said, chuckling softly.

      “I noticed,” she snapped. Taking a breath, she continued in a calmer voice. “Maybe you could help us, though.”

      Devon’s laughter boomed across the street. Scratching his beard, he shook his head. “I could,” he said, “but like I said, I don’t work for free.”

      “I can pay,” Alana said through gritted teeth.

      “Really?” The laughter faded away as the giant looked at her with fresh eyes. With her tatty cloak and tangled blonde hair, she knew what he was thinking—that she couldn’t possibly have the money for such a journey. “Show me.”

      The heat returned to Alana’s cheeks at being caught in her lie. She lowered her head to hide her blush. “My uncle,” she said quickly. “He lives in Lon. You’ll get your pay when you deliver us safely to him.”

      Devon snorted. “I wasn’t born yesterday, missy.” Shaking his head, he started to turn away.

      “Wait!” Alana shouted, anger flaring.

      The giant waved a hand. “Goodnight, missy. We’re done here.”

      “They’ll come for you now, you know!” she shrieked. Teeth bared, she moved after him. She gestured at the unconscious guard as he glanced back. “That’s one of the Tsar’s guards. I doubt he’ll take too kindly to you assaulting one of them.”

      A smile twitched on Devon’s face. “You think that fool would admit to the Tsar he got knocked on his face by some washed up ex-soldier?”

      “If not the Tsar, his friends!” Alana pressed, unwilling to back down. “You think you can fight a dozen of those brutes?”

      “They can try,” he grunted.

      Alana snorted. “Your arrogance is going to get you killed. Face it, you need to leave the city. Why not make some coin helping us while you’re at it?”

      For a moment Devon seemed to waver. His amber eyes stared down at her, unblinking, until finally he shook his head. “Sorry, missy,” he mumbled. “I’m not going anywhere.”

      Turning, he strode off down the street without a backwards glance. Alana stared after him, her mind still sluggishly trying to concoct an argument that might persuade the warrior. Only when he turned a corner and disappeared from view did her shoulders slump in defeat.

      Swallowing her disappointment, she turned and headed off in the opposite direction. The Firestone looked empty, and after the confrontation with Devon she was in no mood to try and convince anyone else to help them. Exhausted, she threaded her way through the dark streets towards the abandoned building she and her brother had claimed as their own.

      She found her brother inside the rundown hovel, struggling to light a fire in the crumbling hearth. He looked up as she entered, his blue eyes brightening as a smile replaced his frustrated frown. Standing, he moved across and pulled her into a hug. Her heart warmed as they embraced, a smile of her own touching her lips.

      “Sorry it’s so cold in here,” he mumbled as they separated. “The wood won’t catch.”

      Alana gave his arm a squeeze. Since his magic’s awakening, it had just been the two of them. Everything before that single moment seemed a distant memory now, as though she were viewing her life through another’s eyes. She recalled golden days spent on the lake with her brother, and cold winter nights as she wandered the marketplace. There had been pain too, of course; from bruises collected while learning to fight, heartache as her first dog passed away. But that pain seemed distant, false somehow. It could not compare to the agony of their parents’ betrayal…

      Shivering, she moved towards the fireplace. “Here, let me.”

      Crouching down, she took up the flint and expertly struck sparks into the wood her brother had placed awkwardly around the debris from the collapsed chimney. A few minutes later she had a small flame blazing amongst the stones. Its orange light sent shadows dancing across the room as she sat back on her haunches and looked at her brother.

      “Still no luck?” he asked, reading her mind.

      She shook her head. “Almost, but no, no one seems willing to help us.” She sighed then, leaning her head back against the brick wall. “I think we should leave tomorrow. The longer we delay, the more dangerous things become.”

      Her brother nodded. Crossing the room, he rummaged in their meagre pile of supplies and came up with half a loaf of stale bread. Taking his dagger, he stabbed it through the loaf and used the blade to hold it out to the flames.

      “I think I can help us get past the guards,” he said softly, eyes on the flames.

      Alana sat up at that, her eyes widening. “Absolutely not!”

      His blue eyes flashed as he looked at her. “I can do it, Alana.”

      “That’s not the point!” she hissed. The heat of the fire washed across her face as she looked at her brother. “They’d sense your magic the second you tried to use it.”

      “But we’d be long gone—”

      “No,” Alana cut him off mid-sentence. Baring her teeth, she pointed a finger at his chest. “Braidon, we don’t know the first thing about your power. You don’t even know if your magic would work, let alone if you could control it.”

      Braidon stared back, his blue eyes dark with anger. “You could at least let me try,” he said. “It’s my magic, not yours. You don’t know the first thing about what I can do.”

      Alana leaned towards him. “That’s right, I don’t,” she said softly. Reaching out an arm, she squeezed his shoulder gently. “You could hurt someone, Braidon. Kill someone, even. Then they’d never stop hunting us.”

      Her brother’s mouth opened, but no words came out, and after a moment he closed it again. Lowering his gaze, he shook his head. “But how will we get out without it, Alana?” She heard the fear in his voice now. “I don’t want you to hang like those people.”

      “Hey, that’s not going to happen, okay?” She spoke the words softly, keeping her own fear hidden.

      She had caught a glimpse of the couple as they were led to the gallows. The woman had been the same one from the stepwell, who had tried to protect her son from the Stalkers. She didn’t recognise the man, but it was easy to see his relation to the young Magicker the Stalkers had taken. They had the same hazel eyes.

      “How do you know that?” Braidon whispered, a tremble in his voice.

      “I just do.” She spoke the words with confidence, as though voicing them out loud would make them true. “We’ll leave tomorrow. There’s no point waiting any longer.”

      “What about the guards? If they ask too many questions…”

      Alana suppressed a shudder. “Let me worry about the guards.”

      Moving past her brother, she took a moment to examine their tiny quarters. The building had been a stable at some point, and the faint whiff of horses and straw still hung on the air. Fortunately for them, the inn next door had burned down some time ago, leaving the stable empty. The broken fireplace in the corner had probably once been used by the stableboys to keep warm on cold winter nights.

      Their meagre possessions lay scattered across the cobbled floor—no more than a few moth-eaten clothes and some scraps of food they’d scavenged from the alleyways behind the market. It wouldn’t take them long to pack. They could be away at first light.

      Braidon shuffled across the room to stand beside her. Silently he offered the bread he’d heated over the fire. The outside was half-blackened by the flames, but she took it with a grateful smile.

      “Thank you,” she said, then gestured at the knife in his hand. “Just make sure you have that dagger sharp tomorrow. We may need it.”

      A fire lit in her brother’s eyes at her words. He held out the dagger proudly for her to inspect. She took it with a smile. The blade was still razor sharp. Like her sabre, it was made of fine steel, its value far greater than anything else in their little hovel. She had stolen them as they’d fled, slipping into the darkness of the armoury, all the while terrified they would be caught…

      Alana shivered and, reversing the dagger, offered it back to her brother. She reached out and ruffled his hair as he took it. At just a hundred and thirty pounds, Braidon would be outmatched by most grown men, but what he lacked in size, he more than made up for in ferocity. She would feel better with him at her side tomorrow, though she knew if anything went wrong, there was little chance either of them would survive the day.

      “Get some sleep,” she said softly. “You’ll need your strength tomorrow.”

      “You really think we’ll be okay, on the road by ourselves?” Braidon asked.

      Alana shrugged and looked away. Her stomach churned as she recalled her conversation with Devon. The man had hardly bothered to consider her offer. He’d taken one look at Alana and dismissed her as a pauper. She clenched her teeth at the memory and forced her anger aside. It didn’t matter now—the fool had made his decision. Sure, she didn’t actually have the coin to pay him, but she hadn’t been wrong about the royal guards.

      “We’ll be fine,” she said, though even to her the words sounded weak. Squaring her shoulders, she nodded to the pile of rags that served as her brother’s bed. “No more questions, mister. Off to bed with you!”

      Braidon scowled at being treated like a toddler, but he went eventually, muttering under his breath as he pulled the blanket around him. Alana smiled, glad the fading light hid her amusement. Devon might have added muscle to their little party, but the giant hammerman was a fool. No, things were better off with just the two of them. Alana had her sabre, and the scars to prove she knew how to use it.

      Stretching out before the fire, she stared at the white lines marking the backs of her hand. Her mind drifted through the corridors of her past, memories rising and fading, carrying her off to sleep…

      “Again, Alana!” There was anger in her father’s voice as he tossed the practice blade.

      Reaching up, she plucked the sword from the air. Pain from her bruises radiated down her arm, but she took care to keep it from her face. She straightened and lifted the sword, readying herself.

      He attacked without warning, his heavy practice blade flashing for her face. Alana danced back, her own blade leaping to meet the attack. Steel clashed, and she flinched back, the power of the blow almost knocking the sword from her hand. Spinning on her heel, she attempted a riposte, only for a heavy boot to catch her in the chest.

      Her lungs emptied as she staggered backwards, still clutching the sword to her side. The scrape of leather on the stone pavings warned Alana of her father’s approach. Still gasping for breath, she thrust out with her sword, and felt a satisfying crunch as its blunted tip caught him in the stomach. Groaning, he staggered back. She took the opportunity to suck in a fresh lungful of air.

      They circled each other for a moment, wary now. He attacked in a rush, his sword slashing viciously for her head. Alana skipped backwards, her own blade parrying desperately, but now her father seemed to move with superhuman speed. In the dream, she watched in horror as he became a blur.

      She screamed as his blade struck her elbow. Agony tore through her senses. Her vision swam as she glanced down, and saw blood gushing from her arm, staining the cobbles. She swayed on her feet, staring at the bloody stump where her hand had been just moments before. Suddenly, her knees gave way. She tumbled to the cobbles, her head ringing as it struck stone.

      A face appeared over her, but it was no longer her father’s. It was the Stalker from the stepwell, the lieutenant who had captured the boy Magicker. He wore a sad smile on his face, and regret in his almond eyes. His long hair fell around his face as he shook his head.

      “Too slow, Alana.”
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      The boy stumbled as the guard shoved him from behind. His bare feet slipped on the cold stone steps, and he would have fallen had Quinn not reached out a hand to catch him. He waited until the boy had righted himself, his depleted strength struggling to keep him upright, before shooting the guard a glare. The man quickly looked away, but not before Quinn saw his fear. Nodding, he turned his attention back to the boy.

      “Are you okay?” he asked.

      Steel manacles encircled the boy’s wrists. Chains hung from his ankles, making it difficult for him to walk. Dirt streaked his hollowed-out cheeks, and there was terror in his hazel eyes as he looked up at the guards.

      Quinn offered a friendly smile. Crouching beside the boy, he offered his hand. “My name is Quinn, lad,” he said softly, “and you don’t have to worry anymore, now I’m here. We’ll have those chains off you shortly. They’re just to keep your magic under control, until we’re someplace safe.”

      When the boy didn’t take the offered hand, Quinn let out a long sigh and stood. Flashing another glare at the guards, he took the boy by the shoulder and led him gently down the corridor. “The gardens are just ahead, lad,” he continued, as though this situation were nothing unusual. “We can take your chains off there.”

      Silently, Quinn cursed the men he’d left in charge of the boy. Many among the Tsar’s Stalkers had no sympathy for the young Magickers they caught, and were quick to take retribution for the destruction their captives had caused. With the damage he’d caused in the stepwell, this boy had more than earned the men’s wrath.

      Quinn had found him locked deep in the bowels of the dungeons, alone but for the rats. He’d screamed and fled to the corner of his cell at Quinn’s appearance. No one had gotten a word out of him since. Quinn prayed his men’s foolishness hadn’t ruined the boy; the loss of another potential Magicker would not please the Tsar—especially not after the recent disappearances.

      Shaking his head, Quinn sighed as they stepped through a wide marble doorway and out into the gardens. Beneath his hand he could feel the boy trembling, but as they continued across the manicured grass, the shaking began to slow. The boy blinked, his freckled cheeks wrinkling with confusion.

      Quinn allowed himself a smile at the boy’s wonder. Here the air was unnaturally warm, heated by the Tsar’s magic to protect its inhabitants from the icy winter beyond the citadel’s walls. The emerald green lawn spread out around them, dotted with stone courtyards and marble arches, rose bushes and towering oak trees.

      Laughter carried through the gardens. Quinn turned and watched as a group of children came running across the grass. Beside him, the boy shrank at the sound, his wonder turning to fear. Quinn cursed again his own men’s stupidity. The boy would never learn if he was too terrified to look beyond the edge of his nose. Moving across to him, Quinn placed a hand beneath his chin and forced the tiny face to look at him.

      “What do you think, lad?” he asked with a smile. “This will be your home now. Shall we remove those chains?”

      The boy nodded and quickly looked away, as though afraid the offer would be rescinded. Taking a key from his pocket, Quinn unlocked the cuffs on the boy’s wrists, then moved to his ankles. Metal clattered as the chains tumbled to the ground. Where the chains had been fastened, the boy’s skin had been rubbed raw, and Quinn made a silent note to send a healer to check on the boy’s health. It wouldn’t do for him to collapse in the middle of his lessons.

      “Well, would you like to meet your new teacher, lad?” Quinn asked as he stood.

      “Teacher?” The boy’s head jerked up at the word, the hazel eyes wide. “Wh—what?”

      Quinn flashed him a grin. “Of course. A fellow Magicker. How else would you learn to control your magic?”

      “Control it?” the boy said, swallowing visibly. “I thought…I thought that wasn’t allowed.”

      “Only without permission from the Tsar,” Quinn said, gesturing at the citadel. It stretched up behind them, all glistening marble and towering domes of silver and gold. “Why do you think I brought you here? The Tsar only wants his people to be safe. Wild magic is a deadly thing, but if you are good, and train hard, you can master your power. Then you can use your magic to serve the Tsar.”

      “Like you?” The boy whispered.

      “Like me,” Quinn agreed, “and many, many others.”

      Biting his lip, the boy looked away. For the first time his eyes swept out over the gardens, taking in the vivid green of the grass, the scarlet hue of the roses. Quinn’s heart twisted as he saw tears appear in the child’s eyes. Following his gaze, he saw the children playing nearby.

      “Are they learning, too?” the boy asked, his voice barely more than a murmur.

      “Yes, they’re Magickers, too. Everyone in this place has been brought here to learn, just like you. We all serve the Tsar.”

      “And what about my teacher?”

      “I’m right here.” They looked around as a woman’s voice came from across the courtyard.

      Quinn forced a smile to his lips as he watched the woman emerge from a nearby archway. Long legs carried her quickly across the grass, her bare feet silent on the soft ground. Scarlet hair tumbled around her shoulders. A plain dress of cream wrapped around her tiny figure, and her green eyes shimmered as she watched them, a teasing smile on her lips.

      Wandering across to where they stood, she crouched beside the boy. “My name is Krista. And who might you be, young man?”

      “Li…Liam,” the boy stammered.

      Krista offered her hand. “It’s nice to meet you, Liam.”

      “You’re…you’re going to teach me magic?” the boy asked as he took her hand.

      “I’m going to show you the way.” Krista grinned. “The rest will be up to you, Liam. You’ll need to be brave. Do you think you can do that?”

      With his hand in Krista’s grip, basking in her warmth, the boy nodded. “I’d…I’d like to try.”

      Behind them, Quinn smiled despite himself. Krista had only just started teaching the children a couple of weeks ago, but he had to admit, she showed promise. Her warmth had won the boy over, where all his shows of kindness had brought only suspicion. She hadn’t even needed to use her power. With luck, she would have the boy ready to consciously reach for his magic within a few weeks.

      Now, though, it was time for Quinn to take his leave.

      Nodding to Krista, he took his leave and turned away. He was just starting towards the doorway when a sharp tingling sensation shot down his spine. Gasping, he stood fixed in place, his fists clenched tight. Beside the boy, Krista rose, suddenly rigid as steel. Her eyes turned towards the north, in the same direction Quinn found his gaze drawn. They stood together in silence, staring at the distant wall, waiting for the last
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