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Chapter 1: Brendan

Gathering with everyone wasn’t something I had been a part of before. Sab was joining in via communication crystal, and even Fox had been invited, because plans needed to be made. Bea stood on one side of me, Nate on the other, both acting like I needing protection, which I technically did. I was still learning what it meant to be a null. Eventually, according to what I had read, it seemed like I could absorb dangerous magic. However, it was going to take time for me to get there.
Devin and Rayner were on the other side of the room. I was uncertain either of them trusted me, but Bea told them I needed to be there, the same way Fox did. Fox was still working out what she wanted to be called, so we were sticking with Fox until then. She knew she didn’t want to go back to her old name, because she wasn’t that person any longer. She also didn’t know what name she felt was right, so it was something we were being patient with.
Fox had been through a lot, the same way I had. Talking to her in the time we had been in the Academy, it was easy to see how Zero could convince her to join with him. She never felt like she was good enough, and he changed that by telling her he needed her to become one of the Exiled. Slowly, she came to understand exactly what it meant. By then, it was too late to free herself.
Glancing at her, eyes meeting for a moment, I gave her what I hoped was a reassuring smile, even though I didn’t know if I managed it. She did smile back, so maybe I had. Satisfied, I turned my attention back to Devin and thought about what it had been like when I was in the Academy. Deciding it wasn’t the place for me was one of the hardest things I’d ever had to do. He didn’t really make it easier.
“There have been more reports coming in about the Cult from some families, now that we’re able to share our knowledge of them.” Devin furrowed his brow. “Unsurprisingly, considering the situation we’ve found ourselves in, they’ve got a tighter grip than we hoped they would.
“Zero deciding to keep this from us isn’t a surprise. We can’t assume anything with him, as I’m sure we all already understand.” I looked at Bea, but she wasn’t revealing anything. Whatever her thoughts were, they were carefully hidden. After everything we’d been through to get to where we were, I wasn’t sure she trusted anyone other than Nate. “This could be a part of his elaborate plan to use the Cult as a distraction, so we need to make certain we focus on the Exiled.
“All it takes is one mistake for us to not be ready for what’s coming next.” He glanced at Bea. “I know you have certain choices to make, Bea, considering everything you know. They are choices I wish you didn’t have to make, especially alone, but there’s nothing we can do to change what is.”
“No, we can’t.” Bea’s voice was still emotionless, but I knew she was still restraining herself. “What we can do is make certain this never happens again. It seems we’ve forgotten too much of our own history, and I will not pretend Zsolt didn’t have something to do with that. He hasn’t always made good choices.
“He’s not an ally, but we may need to treat him as one for a time. Unfortunately, he is the one with the most information on the Cult. Neither of us trusts the other, so we’re doing what needs to be done in order to save magic. If we don’t, then there’s won’t be any magic for either group to be in control of.” She shrugged. “I believe him when he says he had been working against them for a long time now.
“During that time, he was also actively working against us. I know he wants to dictate everything, but I still need to work out exactly what it is he wants control over.” She ran her tongue over her bottom lip. “Magic, yes, and yet I feel like there’s still something more we don’t understand, so digging deeper is the only logical thing to do.”
Nate nodded. “Between us, we’ve decided Bea is going to work with Zero, at least for now. He knows we’re hunting the Exiled, which is a task Sab and I will take over.”
Sab crossed her arms, peering through the communication crystal. “Going after the Exiled is going to get more dangerous. We’ll be focusing on the strongest of them, so we need to be careful, and keeping Bea out of it seems like the right decision to make. Making certain she survives for the final battle with Zero, and probably the Cult, is the most important thing. Nate and I are expendable.”
Both Devin and Rayner stared at the crystal. There was no doubt from the emotion in Devin’s eyes he didn’t think of Sab as expendable, but she was right. Out of the group of us who were together, Bea was the only one strong enough to take on both the Cult and Zero.
“Sab…”
“We always knew there was a chance I wouldn’t come out of this alive, Devin. I’m doing what needs to be done, the same way I always have. We must stop Zsolt for good. My cousin believes he’s been making the right choices for us, with complete disregard for anyone who disagrees with him.” Sab looked at Bea. “Nevertheless, he is still our best chance of learning everything about the Cult.”
“Every choice we’ve made has been carefully thought through.” Nate looked at Devin and Rayner. “At this point, we can’t know who’s been compromised by either group. Nothing we’ve said leaves this room. If it does, then we know one of the two of you has been compromised, which we honestly hope isn’t the case.”
Slowly, Rayner nodded. There was a mix of emotions in his eyes. “I can tell you I haven’t been, knowing you have absolutely no reason to believe me.” He glanced at Devin. “Nothing will leave this room.”
“No, it won’t. It can’t. This…” Devin turned back to Bea. “I know you believe you’re making the right choice, Bea, but working with Zero…”
“Devin, I know.” Bea smiled, for the first time, seeming to have thawed a little. “I’ve replayed this scenario a hundred times, and Nate is the one who’d have been most inclined to talk me out of it had it been a choice he didn’t believe was necessary.”
Nate shrugged, holding his arms up in surrender. “More than once I tried to, before accepting this was our only chance. Zero gathers information, the same way the libraries do, but I’m beginning to think he kept a lot of what should have been in there from ever reaching them. For Bea to understand the Cult, she must get that information.
“Zero seems willing to work with us, something which doesn’t surprise me. Like Bea said, he must save magic before he can control it.” Nate narrowed his eyes. “Killing the Exiled is something he will sacrifice, since he believes at least one of the Exiled has turned against him to work with the Cult.”
“All of us have struggled. Even Ebony.” Our attention turned to Fox. “Zero… he didn’t care once he’d convinced us to become one of the Exiled. His goal was accomplished.” She glanced at Nate. “I think it was different for you, because he had something else planned for you. That’s why you weren’t truly one of us. You were something else entirely. In some ways, I think you might have been one of his experiments, though it pains me to say it.”
“You’re not wrong.” Nate sighed. “I was an experiment to see if someone could die and come back with a connection to the deep magic, which… well, had I been asked, it wouldn’t have been something I agreed to.”
“Most sane people wouldn’t.” Fox smiled at him. “We were his expendable shield, created to protect him. He could easily have killed any of us at any point, and he has. This time, it seems he wants other people to do his dirty work.”
“There has to be a reason for it.” Bea sounded thoughtful. “Zsolt has a reason for everything he does.”
“Yes, he does, and this… in some ways, I wonder if he wants you to let your guard down, Bea. To let him become a friend, if it’s possible. Zero…” She shook her head. “He’s complicated, in multiple ways. The Exiled gathered once a year at his call, but that was the only time we were all together. I didn’t like the others all that much, even Oak, but there was a time when I loved him. When I thought I could become a true Exiled, if I was willing to make the kinds of choices I never could have imagined making.
“It turned out I couldn’t change the way I needed to. Oak was there to protect me if Zero ever decided the Exiled would be better off without me, but I’m willing to be bet he would be swayed because Zero could give him anything he desired most.
“Out of all the Exiled, the only one close to Zero was Ebony, and I think it was because he trusted her before he started forming the Exiled. Some of us thought he was in love with her, but I’m uncertain he’s capable of loving anyone. The darkness within him… it’s more than anyone could ever have imagined.”
“Being my balance, at least if what he’s said is to be believed.” Bea sighed. “I think we should believe it, while also trying to understand why he made the decision, if it was something he truly understood when this all started. Sometimes I think he made certain choices in the past without thinking about any of this, but it’s easy enough for him to say now the choices he made were for that specific reason.”
“Something it’s easy enough to see him doing. I’m honestly uncertain even his memories can truly be trusted. From what I know of memories, it’s easy to transform them by simply believing deeply enough something else happened. I’m not saying it did, but with Zero it’s worth keeping in mind, because he wants to be the hero. He wants people to see him as the one who made everything better than it was before.
“Unfortunately, his ability to be seen as something else is the reason I made the decision I did. He made me see the Exiled as a necessity, believing we had to do something because the Council was corrupt, and the time would come when we’d be seen the way we should be. Only now I have a far better understanding of everything than I did before. I see the truth of what the Exiled are, why we existed, and the reason he made the choices he did.
“Every time I think it through, I believe he is against the Cult, because they’re going to take everything from him. If they take the magic from this world, it will also kill him, like it will all the rest of us. For him it’s that much worse, as he did so much work to make certain when he left the Council he’d be able to stay immortal.”
“Living for as long as we have is complicated.” Rayner stood, pacing from one side of the room to the other. “I remember when I accepted the offer, I thought a lot about what it would mean to be immortal. How it would affect my life. We all knew what it would be like, but I must admit now I was wrong. Had it not been for what we knew was coming, Bea, I never would have put their weight on your shoulders.”
“I understand why it had to be done.” Bea glanced at Nate again, and I could see the emotions in her eyes, because as far as we knew, Nate was mortal. The time would come when he’d die. “There’s no reason to say changes can’t be made in the future, something I believe may end up being necessary. However, it’s something to talk about after the final battle, if we survive against all odds.” She looked at me. “Brendan, I think you know what your task is?”
“To learn what it means to be a null.” I grimaced. “From what I’ve read, in the few books we still have on nulls in the Academy, I don’t think it’s going to be easy. What I’m capable of…” I shrugged. “Well, I won’t say it’s beyond me, but it feels like it.”
“Of course it does. This is new for you, and for all of us. Before all of this, nulls were seen as useless, until we came to understand how much of the truth had been kept from us. This…” Bea put her hand on mine gently. “I know there’s a reason Zsolt chose you, the way he chose Nate. There’s a chance it was to hurt Rayner, but I feel there’s something more to it.”
Rayner blinked. “Zero, even before he left the Council, was obsessed with bloodlines. He tracked them far further back than anyone had done before, but none of us cared about the work he was doing, because it seemed pointless.” He looked between me and Nate. “This has something to do with that. I’m certain he knows more about my bloodline than I thought possible, and that…” He turned to Bea. “It’s something else I think you need to look into.”
“I will. Whatever I can learn from Zsolt, I will. He wants to teach me, so I might as well take the chance.”




Chapter 2: Nate

I held Bea close to me. It was the last time we’d be seeing each other in weeks, and that was being optimistic… I breathed in deeply as she reached out to run her fingers down my cheek. Her eyes met with mine for a moment. She was making the logical choice to work with Zero. I hated it, but there wasn’t any other option if she wanted to learn everything she needed to know.
“Be careful.”
For a moment, I stared at her. “You’re telling me to be careful?”
Bea managed a laugh. “Of course I am, Nathaniel. You’re going off to fight the Exiled. Both of us know you have the more dangerous job at this point. I just have to keep Zsolt at arm’s length.”
“Maybe you see it that way, but I know how charismatic he can be. This… I need you to keep in mind how much he wants you by his side.”
“He says he wants me by his side.” Bea shrugged. “There are so many things he says, and I don’t think we can trust any of them. Not after what he’s done to both of us through the years. You’ve been transformed because he decided you needed to have a connection to the deep magic, and we learned he did something similar to Brendan, so he’s now a null. He says he’s been watching over me ever since I was a child, to make certain I survived to this point.
“The only thing I can be sure of is he’s not trustworthy.” Bea frowned. “As charismatic as he is, that’s the truth I will always focus on, especially as he will try to win me over as a genuine ally. He believes he can make it happen.”
“He is supremely confident in himself. You’re nothing more than another puppet he can manipulate.” I stroked a hand down her arm. “He doesn’t see any of us for who we are, but for what he can take from us. I know he didn’t do this out of the goodness of his heart.” I gestured at myself. “He believes I owe him for it, because I wouldn’t be who I am had it not been for his choices.”
“I was fortunate to have the strength to drag you back into your body.” Bea leaned her head on my chest, and I knew she was listening to my heartbeat. “Without that, we wouldn’t be where we are now. He was hinging so much of his ‘plan’ on my abilities, which was a surprising gamble, considering it wasn’t a foregone conclusion that I was strong enough. This…” She sighed. “I hate him, and I hate this. Still, I’m not sure I blame him for any of what we’re going through right now.
“That is on the shoulders of the original Council. He was chosen to be one of them, and even if it was because Sab wouldn’t join them without him, I feel like they could have done anything other than what they did. If Zsolt hadn’t been chosen, we wouldn’t be here now.”
“Probably not the way we are. I still think, regardless of what would have gone down, there would be someone here now trying to save the world, although in that situation it would purely be from the Cult.”
Slowly, Bea nodded, tightening her grip on me, and I could tell she didn’t want to leave. The choices we’d made were the ones we knew were the right ones, yet emotions were still holding us back. Being apart was still hard for both of us. She looked up into my eyes once more.
“Removing the Exiled means understanding the magic you have within your soul.” She pressed one hand to my chest, breathing in deeply. “You’re getting stronger, Nate, with every day that passes. I honestly don’t know what you’re going to be capable of in a few weeks.”
“Eventually, that will stop.” I sighed. “At least, I hope it will. This strength… I don’t know how to describe it, let alone handle it.”
“You don’t need to. We both have it.” She kissed my shoulder. “Accepting it isn’t easy. Trust me, I’ve been there, but it is something you must do if you want to use it constructively.”
“Zero wanted this.”
“For what I believe are the right reasons, even though it’s hard to believe. With the Cult out there killing anyone who was born with a connection to the deep magic…” Bea bit down on her bottom lip. “It means they must have someone working with them who has deep magic. That’s something I’ll ask Zsolt about. I know he has a better understanding of the group than we have right now, and I don’t think we could get to that point quickly enough.
“Needing him is something I hate. I know he kept the truth from the Council, but I feel like he had to. By then, the Cult were already entangled so tightly it was impossible to know for certain who to trust. We’re in the same place, even though we’re assuming Devin and Rayner are safe.”
“Rayner is. I’m almost certain of that. Devin, on the other hand… I hate thinking he might be working with them. He obviously still loves Sab, even though she’s never going to see him the same way she did before, but he could easily have set things in motion before he knew the truth. How she still lived, her memories traveling from one body to the next as she went from one life to another.
“Maybe he even thought they’d be able to get her back, because there are some kinds of soul magic I’ve been reading about which might make something like that possible. We know the Cult don’t have anything against using magic to get what they want. Having Devin on their side could easily be one of those things.”
Bea nodded. “I know. Looking at him, I can’t see it. I don’t think he’s the kind of person to work with a group like that, and yet I could easily be wrong.” She sighed. “All we can do is deal with things one day at a time.
“Having you out there with Sab… I hate it, Nate. Thinking about the possibility of one of you, or both, being harmed, when I’m not there to do anything to help… it’s something I can’t keep out of my head, but I must work with Zsolt, at least for now. Seeing what the Cult are capable of… they’re better prepared than we are.”
“In the same way Zero is. We’ve started from nothing more than once, Bea, and it is because of him.”
“Only it’s not just due to him.” Bea tapped a finger on my nose. “We both know the old Council also wanted to do what they could to keep the deep magic from changing the world again, which led to them hiding the truth from most people. Yes, Zsolt had something to do with it, but if they’d made different decisions, I’m certain we’d know more than we do. We’d have had a place to start with all of this.”
“Possibly.” I smiled, pressing a kiss to her temple. “All we can do is accept the position we’re in, and work to move forward. Zero has information we need on several subjects. That is what it comes down to.”
“Yeah, it does.” Bea looked into the distance. “Ebony will help me get to Zsolt’s place, even if she must blindfold me or something equally stupid. From there… well, I know he’s going to teach me, having made the journey to ask for his help. Of course, he’s going to see it as me finally giving in, and accepting he’s the only person I can learn from, which… I hate the fact he’s not wrong.
“From there, I’ll be able to teach you more, although you seem to be more natural with it than I am. Maybe it comes from how you came into the deep magic. I was born with it, even though I didn’t know it, while you were gifted it when you died, and that… I don’t know. I keep thinking there must be more to it all. We know Zsolt did it for a reason. Does he think you’re the one who’ll be there to take over the Council at the end of all this, because the two of us will end up canceling each other out?”
Words lost to me, I shook my head, trying to work out a response. “Bea…”
“As much as I hate to say it, we must keep that possibility in mind, Nate.” Bea frowned, and I was sure she could see what I was feeling. “I love you. Leaving you to deal with this alone isn’t something I want to do, but I must be honest with you. I know how strong Zsolt is. I also know how strong I am. In time, I think you might become stronger than both of us, even though the end game has always been me against Zsolt.”
I nodded solemnly. “Giving me a chance to do the same thing to you as you did to me.”
Emotions flickered. “Nate…”
“I remember you nearly dying, Bea. I sat with you for days, hoping you were going to wake up, because you’d given up everything you had to save me. You said I’m stronger than you. Maybe it will be easier for me, because, the same way you couldn’t imagine living without me, I can’t imagine living without you. Teach me what I need to know, and I’ll do it if I must.”
At first, Bea looked like she was going to argue with me, but then she nodded reluctantly. “I can’t stop you. Not when I did it.” She moved backwards, holding her hand out to me. “The spell’s in my room. I made certain to keep it, even though I hoped I would never need it again.”
Going through the busy corridors, passing students with no idea what was coming next, I wished I could be one of them. It had been decades since I was young, however I looked. None of them knew it. They knew who we both were, but they didn’t stop us, even if they were tempted to. Instead, they glanced in our direction before getting on with their lives.
Reaching Bea’s room, we stepped inside. Bea made a beeline for one of the almost-empty bookcases. “It’s not an easy spell to cast.” Glancing over at me, she pulled what looked to be a notebook off the shelf. “You have to truly need to use it, otherwise it will not work, which is the only reason I think it might when it’s in your hands.”
“Have you got any suggestions for me?”
“First, you gather your power.” She passed me the notebook. “Then use everything you have to pull my soul back into my body. Honestly, Nate, I got lucky. Souls move fast. You were close to being gone for good when I reached you, and I think it’s part of the reason it took so much out of me. Had you been a little closer, it might have been easier, but I can’t say for sure.
“I used everything I had, and more, to get you back. Living without you wasn’t something I could imagine, so I reacted instinctively, and that… well, you’re here now, with deep magic in your soul, so I did something right. But there are no certainties. It might not work for you.”
“Hopefully, I won’t need to use it.” Opening the notebook, I studied Bea’s handwriting, remembering the time she spent working on it. “This is a worst-case scenario thing. If you are right, you might both end up killing each other.” I stepped closer to Bea. “Losing you is something I can’t accept.”
Smiling, she placed a reassuring hand on mine. “I know. You aren’t the only one of the two of us to have felt that way. Dragging you back… I was terrified it wasn’t going to work. I already imagined all kinds of bleak scenarios.” She shook her head. “It’s hard to think we didn’t know each other eighteen months ago. Falling in love with you… it feels like it was an inevitability. The two of us are meant to be together.”
“Don’t tell Zero that.”
Laughing, she shook her head. “I won’t, not that I think he’s oblivious, because he has magic we can’t figure out, Nate. Us being together… it’s the one thing I can thank him for. Had he not done what he did, you’d be long dead, and I’d never have met you. It’s a rare silver lining.”




Chapter 3: Sab

Ilona stared into the distance as I looked down at the map. She needed time, which was understandable, considering what we’d both learned about Aunt Evelyn. I forced myself to set those thoughts aside. Dealing with the Exiled came first. According to the map, none of them were close to me, so it was going to be another journey to get to one of them. No surprise there.
They kept moving, knowing they were being hunted. Zsolt told them it was what they were meant to do, to keep him protected, so he’d be able to do what needed to be done. As his Exiled, they did as he commanded, even though he was certain one of them was working with the Cult.
Sighing, I raked a hand through my hair, drawing a glance from Ilona. She grimaced, revealing the pain in her eyes. “All I keep doing is asking myself why. Why did Mother decide to work with a group who were against magic? I understand the logical reason - she thought it was a way to get rid of Zsolt, but that choice had repercussions. I don’t get why she thought accepting their help wouldn’t come with a cost she wasn’t willing to pay.”
“Honestly, I think she hoped she’d never have to pay it. They’d rid the world of Zsolt, and we’d somehow get rid of them without us ever knowing the choice she made.” I shrugged. “Aunt Evelyn gave up her life, Ilona, because of her aunt. I can understand why she’d want to change things.”
“Mother taught me how to use magic, Sab. I keep coming back to that. Had things not gone the way she hoped they would, with Bea solving the problem, then I would be dead too.”
“From what we know, it’ll probably kill everyone with magic in their soul.” I pushed the map to one side, drawing one book I’d found closer to me. “Books on what might happen if magic was to be taken from the core of the world are rare, even here. There’s a chance Zsolt might have more. Knowing him, he might even have written one to share with people when the time came.
“Gathering more knowledge on all of this is the reason Bea will make the journey to join my cousin in the next couple of days, to learn as much as she can before she has to kill him.” I flipped the book open. “Of course, if that’s going to happen, we need to save magic first.”
Ilona nodded. “Bea is going to be careful, right?”
“Of course. We know it’s not safe, but right now we don’t have any other option. Zsolt wants us to deal with the Exiled, so that’s going to be something Nate and I focus on while she deals with him.”
“I’m welcome to help, right?”
“What Aunt Evelyn did doesn’t change my relationship with you, Ilona.” I put my hand over hers. “Being her daughter doesn’t change the way any of us see you, although I can understand why you’d be worried.” I smiled. “If you want to help, then I will not stop you, but the Exiled are going to get stronger as we make our way up the ranks. Zsolt chose them because they’d be able to fight whoever came after them, so we need to keep that in mind the whole time.
“All it takes is one mistake, and we’re going to end up dead. Bea’s more worried about us, seeing our task as the more dangerous one, when in reality it’s pretty even between us. She has to deal with Zsolt, and that’s not something I’d wish on my worst enemy at this point. I know what he wants, which is to keep her from going against him.”
Ilona arched an eyebrow. “He thinks she’s going to win?”
For a few seconds I was silent, working through what I thought Zsolt believed. My cousin was a complicated person. There was so much he’d done in the years I was going from one life to the next. I felt like I barely knew him, and yet I didn’t think he’d changed all that. Certain choices he’d made since Bea started at the Academy pointed to him playing his normal games with her, but there was a chance, albeit a tiny one, that he was done with everything.
“Maybe.” I shrugged. “Honestly, Zsolt’s hard to read. Back when I last fought him, he didn’t believe I was going to win, and I didn’t. I wasn’t strong enough. With Bea it’s different, because she’s stronger, along with being someone else entirely. She’s…” I tried to find the right words. “We keep coming back to balance, and how she’s his balance. Bea’s one of the brightest people I’ve ever known.
“That is why she could bring Nate back after he died. Had she not been who she was, I doubt it would have worked. The magic knew she wasn’t doing it for the wrong reasons. She wasn’t attempting to bring back Nate for any reason - she just couldn’t live in a world without him. Using magic like that is often about the reason for using it, and she dragged his soul back into his body before collapsing, because she literally used all the power she had in her body.
“Watching Nate as he sat by her bed, beating himself up for not being able to stop her, was one of the hardest things I’ve ever done. Yet I know him well enough to be certain he’d do the same thing if he was the one in her position. The two of them are true soulmates.”
Smiling, Ilona shook her head. “One of the few good things my brother has ever done is get the two of them together.”
“He has his reasons. I want to think they might be the right ones, but this is Zsolt we’re talking about. Knowing him, there’s something he’s working on with the two of them.”
Ilona stood, stretching her arms. “How much work have you done on the bloodlines?”
“Barely any, although I know it was something Zsolt focused on back when we were with the Council. He told me it was a way to understand where magic came from. At the time I didn’t pay as much attention as I probably should have done, and when he left the Council behind, he took all his research with him, so I didn’t have a chance to see what he’d been working on.”
“We don’t have as much as I’m sure Zsolt has, but there is some information here.” I stood too, following Ilona through the library, to a room I hadn’t yet explored. On one wall, I could see all the family trees. “This is magical, as far as we know, created for us to keep track of things, and something which might tell us some of what we need to know.”
Climbing up one ladder, I looked for Rayner’s family tree. I knew he only had one child, who then had two sons, both of whom led strange lives. What I didn’t know as much about was the rest of his family. There was also Zsolt’s insistence he was related to Bea, which was still a possibility, however much we thought it was likely to be a lie.
“Deep magic is bloodline based, right?”
“From what we know.” Ilona slowly moved the ladder, as though she knew what I was doing, stopping when I gave her a sign. “Mother had it, therefore Zsolt does. I believe I do too, but in a different way to Zsolt, because that’s simply how it is. No two mages with deep magic are the same.
“Nate, from what I can tell, is one of the most unusual ones, because of how he came into his power. Dying, and having the deep magic choose him when he came back to life… honestly, it’s fascinating. I do not know how Zsolt worked out it was possible, or if he even did. There’s a chance he was simply hoping that was how things were going to work out, without knowing for certain if it would happen, which sounds like my brother.”
I nodded in agreement. “Yes, it does, and I’m almost certain he made that choice. Nate was expendable.”
“Bea wasn’t, though. I don’t think he’d put her life at risk, and he had to have known what she was going to do. All it took was her using too much of her strength, or Nate not coming back, for all the work he says he did to keep her alive to have been for nothing.”
“True.”
I found Bea on the family tree, seeing her mother’s name above her, and then the name beside it. Blinking, I stared at it, remembering when Bea told me what Zsolt told her, and our uncertainty whether it was the whole truth. This… well, it was something we had to accept, as his name was right there. It appeared her mother also had another child with the man she later married. The man Bea thought of as her father until Zsolt changed everything.
“Have you found something?”
“Zsolt was telling the truth about being Bea’s father.” I breathed in deeply. “Neither of us were certain of it before, in part because we didn’t want to believe it was possible, when she’s so different from him. Zsolt must have planned this out, at least as much as he could, because he had no way of knowing for certain it was going to work out the way he needed it to.”
“So, the tree shows he had one child?”
Nodding, I ran my finger over his name, wondering if there ever had been any other children, but if there were, surely, they also would be on there. “One child, with a woman who then married someone else entirely, possibly not even knowing the child growing within her was the daughter of another man. We don’t know quite how Zsolt made it happen, just that it did.”
Ilona frowned. “Watching over family is often easier than strangers, and Zsolt said the Cult were focused on making certain there were no deep magic users living other than Zsolt himself, probably due to them not thinking they’d be able to kill him.”
“Unless Zsolt was lying to us.” I studied his name, thinking of the person he was, the person he’d become, and the person I believed he’d be. “Trusting him is still dangerous. He could have been telling the truth, but he could also be the reason all the deep magic users are dead. Bea isn’t going to be easy for him to manipulate. He knows that, so he must build trust with her until he’s finally able to bring an end to all of this for good.”
“Assuming anything is a mistake. It always has been, especially with Zero and the Exiled. We need to make the most logical choices we can, and that means taking everything Zsolt says as potentially being a lie, although I feel like he’s more inclined to choose a half-truth over anything else. Remembering lies can be complicated.”
“Especially when you’ve been alive as long as Zsolt has.” I glanced back at Ilona, who laughed. “Living multiple lives, the way I have, causes a different issue, and having done both, I don’t think either is the better option. The Council’s decision to become immortal… I understand why they thought it was the best option, but now I feel like we need to change it. We need to have people who are of the time, with the ability to make fast choices.
“My choice meant I could watch the Council through the years. To watch Devin.” I shook my head. “It’s hard to put into words exactly what I’ve seen as the time has passed. They seem to lose the ability to make complicated decisions, seeing things differently to others, because they believe they’re always going to have another chance to undo whatever damage was done.
“Only that’s not always going to be the case. When I died, I felt relief, knowing I wouldn’t be trying to get the rest of the Council to see why they had to do something more, not knowing for certain whether the ritual had worked to make it so I remembered the lives I’d lived before. As I regained those memories, I knew what I had to do.”
“Hence your decision to be here now.”
“Being at the Academy at the right time to help Bea was more luck than anything else. I couldn’t have planned it, because I had no way of knowing when I’d be born into a new life, yet everything worked out the way it was meant to.”
“Knowing the magic as I do, I believe it must have had something to do with it.”
“Probably.” I looked more closely at Zsolt, seeing his line go up to Aunt Evelin, and the family she’d lost. Her siblings, her father, and her mother, wondering if one of them was the reason for the choices that were made. How Uncle Ambrus would feel if he knew the time came when his wife worked against those with magic. “Do you know much about your family, Ilona?”
“Unfortunately, it wasn’t something Mother talked about a lot. She said it was too painful to relive the pain of losing them, which I understood.”
“Could she have been part of the Cult back then?”
For a few seconds, Ilona was silent. “It’s possible, Sab, but I don’t think it’s likely. The library wouldn’t have let her in, knowing her to be a danger in that case… unless she could bypass it. Honestly, I don’t think it’s possible. Not even Zsolt has bypassed it.”
“Through choice, or because he can’t?” I shrugged. “This is Zsolt we’re talking about. He makes the logical choices, if we’re to believe what he tells us, and the logical choice wouldn’t be to come into the library, especially as it’s obvious he knew you and Aunt Evelin were here.”
“Disguising himself is also a viable possibility. If he could get into the library, then there’s no way of knowing what he might be capable of.”
Slowly nodding, I looked at his name again. “No, there’s not, and that’s the most complicated part of all of this. How can we know what the truth is?”




Chapter 4: Beatrice

“Zsolt will be pleased.” Ebony gave me a peculiar look. “Beatrice, why are you making this decision?”
“To save the world.”
“I understand the choice, but this is not something I could have imagined you doing. You don’t trust Zsolt.”
“No, I don’t, and I can’t see that changing. However, he is my best chance of learning what I need to know.” I tried to work out exactly what Ebony was worried about, to make it easier for me to put her mind at ease. “We both need to be prepared to do what needs to be done in order to deal with the Cult, so I have no reason to think he’s going to turn me away when I ask for help.”
“Oh, he won’t. He’s been waiting for you to make the decision ever since you learned the truth.”
“Yet you think I’m making the wrong decision.”
Ebony was silent, staring into the distance, and I thought of the person she might have been before she decided she was going to work with Zsolt. Had she always had doubts about her choice? Was it something she dealt with later on, as she got to know who he truly was? No matter what, she was still loyal to him, so she was going to do whatever she had to in order to protect him.
“Honestly, Beatrice, I don’t believe there is any other option. Deep magic is complicated, in ways you’re still learning, and I don’t think Zero understands it entirely either, even after spending most of his life attempting to learn everything he could. Even though he told me everything was going to work out the way it needed to with Nathaniel, I could see the doubts he was feeling, but he still foraged forward.
“For as long as I’ve known him, he’s done what needs to be done. This was the path he had to walk, according to the future he saw, because he couldn’t trust the Council. He wasn’t wrong about that. The Council is broken, lost to the past, in a way he kept himself from being, understanding who he was going to have to be when the time came for this all to end.
“Unsurprisingly, due to who you were taught by, you see him as a villain, which isn’t something I believe he’d argue against. Making the choices he has made him exactly who he said he was going to be, choosing the paths that led us to where we are now, even when it meant doing something that broke his heart.
“Anyone who thought it was easy for him to kill Sable would be wrong. I was the one who listened to him sobbing through the wall, unable to do anything to truly help. Of course, there were those who’d say he doesn’t have the ability to cry any longer, but I promise you there’s more to him than most might understand.”
The way Ebony spoke was exactly how I expected her to. Zsolt was the man she’d chosen to follow, even if there were points when she wished things were different. She saw sides to him no one else did. Maybe, in time, I’d come to see the same thing, if we viewed each other as allies when dealing with the Cult. After that… well, it wasn’t as though there was any other option.
“His choices are the reason I can’t trust him, Ebony, and you know that. I will not pretend there aren’t aspects of him I do not know about. Zsolt isn’t a one-dimensional evil. Still, he chose to kill Nate, relying on my strength to drag Nate’s soul back into his body, without it ever seeming to cross his mind I might fail.
“Yes, he cried after killing Sab, but that was a choice he made too. Those kinds of choices have consequences. With time, I may come to see things differently. I don’t know for certain what might happen. I’d also point out I’m not willing to trust anyone else now either, other than the three people I believe are truly my allies, and for one of them, it’s because he’s technically been dead for the last 50 years.”
Ebony nodded in understanding. “I was told to agree to this, if you decided you would work with Zsolt for whatever reason you gave. There’s no way he would say no to you being there. Your understanding of the situation we’ve found ourselves in is something he believes will stop you from making any bad choices.
“Without him, you won’t be able to stop the Cult. I think you know that, which is why you’re here, asking me to take you to him. Just promise me you’ll do what needs to be done, Beatrice. Reign your anger at him in, focus on removing the Cult from the world, and then you can take whatever steps you feel you have to.”
Smiling, even though I didn’t entirely expect to, I nodded. “You have my promise, Ebony. It was what I was always planning to do. I will not let my emotions get in the way of making the logical choices. Right now, the logical choice is to learn from Zsolt, and deal with the group who are trying to destroy the world first.”
Breathing deeply, Ebony gestured for me to join her. Flying on a dragon wasn’t something I thought I was ever going to get used to. Climbing on, being careful not to put any parts of me in the wrong places, I settled myself in front of Ebony, doing my best to let go of my fear of being so high above the ground. All I had to do was keep myself from looking down for as long as it took to get to wherever it was we were going.
Curling an arm around me, something I didn’t expect Ebony to do, we left the ground, and I glanced back at her. “Flying took me some time to get used to as well. I’ve flown for hundreds of hours, Beatrice, and it becomes easier. You’ll come to no harm while you’re with me. Zsolt would never forgive me if I let you fall off.”
I managed a laugh. “You’d never forgive yourself either, would you?”
“Becoming one of the Exiled was something I did because I trusted Zsolt to make the right choices. Things weren’t always easy between the two of us. I will not pretend there haven’t been times when we’ve had furious arguments over things, some which mattered and some which really didn’t, but we always managed to work through whatever the problems they are. That’s because we’re willing to listen to each other.
“When he understood what was going on, he wanted to talk to Sable. But she was too close to Devin and Rayner. I will not say he trusts either of them now, because he doesn’t, and yet he’s still willing to give you a chance to work with him, knowing you have your own doubts about the two of them.”
“Of course I do. After everything that got me to where I am, there’s no reason for me to trust anyone other than Nate, Sab, and Brendan. Devin and Rayner… I want to believe they’re doing what’s right, as the leader of the Council and the headmaster of the Academy, but wanting to believe isn’t the same as believing.”
“No, it’s not, and that’s why Zsolt made the choice he did with the Exiled. Trusting people, even me, wasn’t something he was willing to do, so he created the contracts we signed, using magic to link us to him. I don’t regret my choice, Beatrice. There are those who do, leading them to make different choices. Like Fox, for instance. You saved her from the fate of dying to protect him, but that doesn’t mean she’s an ally, something I know you already understand. Otherwise, she would have been on your list.”
“Fox made the selfish choice, and I helped her. That doesn’t make her an ally.” It made her a friend, a word I wasn’t sure Ebony even understood any longer. I wondered what she might have been to Zsolt before both their lives changed. “She did what she had to do in order to save herself, because she didn’t want to lose her life because of a mistake she made at one of the darkest times of her life.”
“An Exiled viewing their choice as a mistake isn’t unusual. They go through periods of it, especially around anniversaries, but Fox was different, and we knew it for a long time. Zsolt was the one who told me to leave it, which I thought was because of the timing. He didn’t want to have to find another Exiled so close to the time things were going to begin. Instead, it was due to you.
“Zsolt didn’t tell me until he was certain that you existed. His decision to have a child wasn’t one that was easy to make, because he knew how dangerous things were going to be. I think that was part of the reason he decided your mother would be a null. It was the safest option, to keep you from being discovered by the Cult too early on, but it wasn’t enough, something I know you have memories of.”
“Barely memories.” I breathed in deeply, because Zsolt being my father wasn’t something I’d thought about for a while. “He saved my life, something I know I should be thankful for, but I’m not sure I am.”
“Most people in your position would have complicated emotions when it comes to being alive.” Ebony laughed behind me, tinged with a slight bitterness. “I’ve felt the same way, Beatrice, so I understand it, although I decided to do what I could to save the world, knowing how I’d be viewed.
“You had the weight of the world dropped on your shoulders at a far too young age, due to us not having any other options. We tried to find another way, and Zsolt… well, I know he cares about you, which is why this is happening. He wants the two of you to have some semblance of a relationship, even if you’re always going to hate him for the choices he’s made.”
“I never said I hated him, Ebony. I said I didn’t trust him. Hating him… well, there’s still a chance it might happen, but not for now. I wish I wasn’t in this position, and didn’t have to work with someone I think of the way I do Zsolt, only I know things aren’t going to change. At least not without one of us dying.”
We started descending toward a building I recognized, even though I’d never actually been in it. I closed my eyes, holding tight to keep myself from falling, but I trusted Ebony when she said she wasn’t going to let anything happen to me - because she was doing it for Zsolt. He was the person she cared about, not me, and I was fine with that.
Reaching the ground took less time than I thought it would. Ebony slipped down from the dragon as soon as we landed, holding her hand out to me. When I took it, she squeezed gently, probably able to feel the way I was shaking, before helping me down onto the ground. Zsolt must have been watching out for us, because he was there moments later. His eyes met with mine for a moment.
“Beatrice.”
“Zsolt.” I took a step away from the dragon, surprised my legs were doing what I told them to. “You said you’d be willing to teach me before, so I’ve come to take you up on that offer.”
“Walk with me.”
He started walking away, and I pushed myself to follow him, ignoring the way my legs felt. I was safely on the ground. There was no reason for me to still be shaking, but I knew it was going to take some time for it to stop. With the way things were, I knew I couldn’t show any kind of weakness. I had to walk with Zsolt, to wherever it was he was taking me, acting as normal as possible, with Ebony being the only person to have any idea how I was feeling.
Stepping through a door, into a library I’d been in before, he pulled out a chair for me. I let myself drop into it as he closed the door behind us. Then I felt magic. Blinking, I looked around to spot him casting a spell on the door. It looked to be a ward of some kind, and I raised an eyebrow. Why was he casting a spell on a door in his own home? At least, I assumed it was his home.
When he took the seat beside me, I couldn’t tell what he was thinking, which wasn’t unusual. “Explain.”
“Being careful is the most important thing right now. You know what I told you. At least one of my Exiled is working with the Cult. If any harm were to come to you here, then things would become very complicated, although there is a back-up plan in place.”
“Nate isn’t a back-up plan.”
“Yes, he is, but he’s also more than that to both of us.” Zsolt studied me. “I know you haven’t changed your mind with how you see me, Beatrice, and I’m almost certain you’re never going to, even though we need to learn how to work together.”
“Trust is earned, Zsolt. You’ve helped, something I appreciate, and yet I still don’t feel like trusting you is the safe choice, because everything you do has some reason behind it. A reason you often aren’t willing to be open about with the people you probably should be. Like when you kept everything from Sab, as she was too close to both Devin and Rayner.”
“Devin’s the bigger worry. Rayner… well, after all this time, I’m willing to admit I wasn’t entirely fair to him. I knew how he felt. How I think, even after all this time, he still feels. I will not pretend I didn’t care about him, but it wasn’t enough of a reason for me to trust him. That was ultimately a problem I could never solve.”




Chapter 5: Brendan

Nate and Bea were on their respective missions while I was still at the Academy. Books surrounded me. Each of them was about the history of magic, and none of them mentioned, even once, that nulls were anything more than people without magic. We knew the truth had been lost after the deep magic was almost destroyed. It wasn’t a surprise, but I still felt a tinge of disappointment.
Rayner stepped into the room, taking the seat opposite me. At one point I was almost certain he’d been avoiding me, although it was much more likely he was busy trying to get the Council to do something productive, which seemed to be one of his hardest tasks. They, of course, were still trying to pretend there were no problems to be dealt with.
“Brendan.” Rayner clasped his fingers as he looked right at me. “I’ve been wanting to talk to you for a while now, and I apologize for not being able to find the time.”
“Don’t apologize. You have a job to do.”
“Yes, I do, but this…” He gestured in the air abstractly. “Zero, it seems, was targeting my family because of a choice I made, something I never imagined I’d ever do. I put both you and Nate in danger, without ever truly realizing that was the case. Becoming a null… I can’t even understand what it must be like.”
“Honestly, and I know this is something you probably also can’t understand… it’s not as bad as it might seem.” I thought of home for a moment, after being trapped there for fifty years. “There are worse things I’ve been through. Coming out of them and losing my magic… well, I’m alive. For a time, I didn’t think I’d ever see the world again. When Bea turned up, it never once crossed my mind she’d be the one to save me.
“Maybe it should have done. I’ve felt magic, in a way I couldn’t before I became a null, and it is like Zero’s. She said he was her father, which is one of the few truths I believe he’s told her in the time since she started at the Academy. That, along with him transforming both me and Nate for a reason.”
Slowly, Rayner nodded, seeming thoughtful. “I’ve spent years trying to understand Zsolt. To understand Zero.” He tapped his fingers on the table. “They are two very different people, all entwined in one body, making it complicated to understand which one of them might be making the choices at any given time. Not that I think he sees it that way. He believes he did what he had to do, which meant becoming Zero, leader of the Exiled, a group meant to be the mirrored Council.
“In his mind, it was because of how he created the Exiled. The Council exists to protect the magic of the world. Zero says he’s created the same thing, which… maybe he has. I don’t know him as he is now, something I believe is for the best, considering what he’s done through the years.
“Zsolt, even though I knew he was keeping me at arm’s length, was a man I fell in love with, for what I thought were the right reasons. I hoped we would have a future together, the same way Sable and Devin would. Only then the time came when he left, choosing to leave me behind. I don’t think he ever truly cared about me. He couldn’t, because he didn’t trust me… or anyone else. Not even Sable at that point.”
I gave Rayner a wry smile. “Unlike the three of you, Zero knew about the Cult.”
“Yes, he did, and he couldn’t know who was connected to them. I wish he trusted me enough to tell me about them. Everything would be very different now if he did, but I understand the decision he made. Agreeing with it’s a different matter entirely. The way he saw me… I get it. I hate it, because I saw him differently, and it’s something we never talked about.”
“He knew.”
“Oh, of course he knew. He wasn’t blind. He knew exactly when I fell for him. One thing I will say is he never took advantage of it, and he could have done.” Rayner closed his eyes for a moment, shaking his head. “The only reason the two of us ended up close was because of his anger at the decision that was made, when I became the leader of the Council instead of him.
“The rest of the Council barely knew him. Sable might have been made the leader, had she wanted it, but she didn’t. I won’t say I did either. Becoming the leader of the Council… I think I always knew it was a job I didn’t want, only no one else wanted it either, apart from Zsolt. Clearly, they weren’t going to choose him, so I ended up in the position.
“Zsolt had a plan, only it didn’t work out the way he thought it was going to. So, he spent more time with me, originally seeing me as an enemy, but I feel like we became friends. Friends, however, are complicated. The closer we got, the harder it was for him to accept there was some connection between us, until the day came when he decided the only logical thing he could do was walk away from everything.”
“Including you.”
“For a long time, I was angry with him. He betrayed the Council and everything it stood for. The Exiled were going to be a problem we couldn’t solve easily, especially when they were actively working against us, something which faded after Sable died.”
“Do you think it affected him?”
“Until more recently I’d have said no. I’d have told you Zero had no feelings, and killing Sable was easy for him. Now… I don’t know for certain, but I think he did, because there was a time when the two of them were inseparable. It’s the reason Zsolt became a member of the Council. Had it not been for her saying she didn’t want a place, if he didn’t get one, we wouldn’t be where we are now.”
“No, we wouldn’t.” I sighed. “Knowing what we do, there’s a chance we’d be in a much worse place.”
“Getting my head around that is one of the hardest things I’ve had to do, Brendan. Devin has been adamant that we should push the timeline forward, especially now he feels like Bea’s making dangerous choices. Only it’s not that simple.”
“He may have been working with the Cult.”
“One of my greatest fears is the person I’ve always trusted has been lying to me the entire time. Devin’s been the headmaster of the Academy since Sable died, because he needed to leave the Council, but I wasn’t ready to lose someone else. After Zsolt, and then Sable, I thought the offer of becoming the headmaster would keep us working together, and he accepted, telling me at the time he understood why I’d made the offer.
“We needed someone consistently in control of the younger generation. Having Devin there… it was the right thing to do. Now, I don’t know if this is part of what the Cult, and Zero, want. Or for us to be doubting the people we always trusted before. Either way, Devin was the reason Marianne and Kingston could get to Bea. He was the one who brought them in.
“It could easily be because they hid the truth from him. On the other hand, he might have planted them on purpose, because he knows that killing either Zero or Bea will cause some major problems for us. Bea going to learn from Zero is the only way we’re going to stand a chance of being able to put all the pieces of the puzzle together. He knows more than the rest of us.”
“Hence the decision Zero made to change Nate.” My eyes met with Rayner’s. “Nate… he’s getting stronger by the day. When he left, I barely recognized him magically, and I know it’s because of what happened. Zero, I’m certain, only did it because he was hoping it was going to work, not being able to know for certain until Bea dragged Nate’s soul back into his body.
“Nate was needed, in case something goes wrong. Even if Zero dies before the night, the ritual still needs to be done. Nate will have to step into his place, which will break Bea. Killing Zero, even with him being family, is one thing. Killing Nate… I don’t think she’d be able to do it, even knowing she had to.
“For now, Nate’s meant to be her replacement, especially as the Exiled have not been entirely disbanded, and there is magic which will protect Zero even after they’re all dead. That’s in the contact they signed, where they gave their souls to Zero. Fox told me about it, wanting me to understand what Nate did when he signed a very similar contract. The only difference is his soul would never belong to Zero.”
Rayner frowned. “Meaning Zero was planning for this moment since the first of the Exiled was created - a member of the Council named Dana, who later became Ebony.”
I nodded solemnly. “Choosing names to disconnect from who they were before. Nate didn’t. He’s still who he always was, while also being someone entirely different. The brother I couldn’t get to give me a chance has transformed into someone who has some empathy. Being able to get to know him is a gift I never believed I’d be given, so I have reasons to thank Zero, even though he also trapped me for fifty years.”
Rayner stood, pacing from one side of the room to the other, something I’d seen him do before when he needed to think. “It’s hard to believe Zero’s been planning for this ever since he first learned the truth about deep magic, and yet the man I knew would have been more than capable of it. We used to talk about the Council, because he never truly believed they’d be able to do what needed to be done when things got bad, something it seems he was right about.”
“Do we assume at least one of them is working with the Cult?”
“Maybe. It’s possible.” He looked at the books I had on the table. “You’re learning what it means to be a null, right?”
“Trying to. I’m certain there are books on it, but these all have the same problem - I don’t exist to them. Then again, neither does the deep magic, which is something I know Bea told me was a problem when she was trying to learn more. Everything she learned came from older books.”
“In the other libraries.” Rayner smiled. “I can take you to see them, if you’d like, and you should be able to work on learning what it means to be a null, rather than not being able to find anything at all.”
“Other libraries?”
“The Academy has several hidden libraries.” He gestured for me to follow him, so I did. “We learned about them because of Bea and Nate. They needed more information than they had when Bea wasn’t willing to turn to Zero. He shared what he had with her too, because he wanted to understand who she truly was.” We walked down corridors I knew, past people I’d never taken the time to speak to. “The more she found, the better off we were going to be, especially as deep magic was entirely new to us.
“Zero never talked to me about deep magic. Again, I’m certain it’s because he didn’t trust me. If the wrong person knew what he knew, it’s entirely possible he’d be dead right now. He focused on learning as much as he could, in order to be the strongest mage he could be.
“With Bea there, I’m hoping she’ll be able to do something similar. Zero may even have known about those libraries, without ever saying a word about them to us. I don’t know. What I know is there are books from many years ago down there you can use, from a time when deep magic and nulls were normal, which isn’t easy to imagine now.”
“Magic, and our history, is complicated.” I found myself somewhere unfamiliar. “That’s something I’ve started to understand. Being a null… I almost wanted to be angry to begin with, but I was never that strong. Nate was the stronger one out of the two of us, so he was always going to do better at the Academy than I was going to. Coming here taught me about myself, in a way I know my parents hated.
“For the first time, I could see the truth about myself and Nate. They chose me as their heir, believing I was going to be who they needed me to be, only to find I would never be that person. I must admit I don’t miss them. Their death was a relief, because it meant I didn’t have to deal with their disappointment.”
“Nate could have become a member of the Council.” Rayner glanced back at me. “He was strong enough, but when we talked it through, we decided he wasn’t the right fit because of his anger at the world, which is something we made worse by never offering him the position. Then he joined the Exiled. Of course, we didn’t know that until he came back to the Academy.
“Fifty years, and we let him in, for our own reasons. It seemed like the logical thing to do, if he was close to Zero. We believed we’d be able to use him. Only then it turned out we didn’t have to, because he connected with Bea. And now he is someone I didn’t imagine he would ever have become.”
“Leading us to where we are now. Nate out in the world with Sable, the two of them hunting the last of the Exiled, while Bea tries to learn from Zero, and I attempt to understand what it means to be a null.” I shook my head. “Do you ever wish things were simpler?”
Opening a door, Rayner laughed. “All the time, Brendan, but it will not happen until we deal with the Cult and defeat the Exiled.”




Chapter 6: Nate

Sab wrapped her arms tightly around me, pulling me into a familiar hug. “How are things?”
“Complicated.” Sab stepped back from me, raising an eyebrow. “Ilona’s been working with me to investigate the bloodlines, thinking it might be a way of learning who the Exiled are and how to defeat them. It’s been fascinating, but so far, we haven’t found enough information yet.
“One thing we have confirmed, although I kinda wish we hadn’t, is Bea’s parentage. Unless Zsolt changed it magically, the tree that’s here proves Bea is his daughter, and it seems her mother had another child with the man Bea thought of as her father. I’ve been wondering why they might have made that decision - and I think they thought another child would also have magic, the way Bea did. Only that’s far less likely, because the reason Bea had magic was her father wasn’t who they thought he was.”
“Leading to them likely having a second null child, rather than the second magical child they had hoped for. One whom they had purely because Bea joined the Academy.” I shook my head. “We’re going to have to tell her about it at some point.”
Sab nodded solemnly. “Yes, we are, but not right now. She’s got enough to deal with, considering the choices she’s made.”
“Bea contacted me last night to tell me she was safe with Zero, but she didn’t want to say too much right then. I think she was worried he might listen in, so we kept the conversation short. She wanted me to pass the message on to you.”
“At least she’s there.” Sab led me through the library to where Ilona was. “We know she’s better off. In the worst-case scenario, we can probably rely on Zero to protect her for the moment. She also needs to learn more about the deep magic, the Cult, the Exiled…” She gave Ilona a brief wave and slumped down into the seat next to her as I took the spot opposite. “I wonder how Brendan’s doing at the Academy.”
“He thought it was the best place for him while he’s still learning what it means to be a null. Fox said she’d help with that, although…” I shrugged. “I don’t know for certain that we can trust her yet. Hopefully, she doesn’t have a hidden agenda.”
“We both know Bea’s a better judge of people than either of us.” Sab pushed the map closer to me, and we looked down at where the surviving Exiled were. “For now, I think we’re better off leaving the Cult to be dealt with by Zsolt because he knows what he’s doing. Especially as we believe he has lost his faith in the rest of the Exiled and is hunting them too, which helps us. At least we don’t need to worry too much about Ebony chasing us down on her dragon.”
“Ebony is with Bea now. She’s not who she seems to be.”
“No, most people aren’t.” Ilona looked between the two of us. “Mother turned out to be working with the Cult, while Zsolt, it seems, has been actively working against them since he was a member of the Council.” She shrugged. “I don’t think we can assume anything.”
“You’re right. I still don’t trust Zero, after everything I went through, but he still can be useful to us.”
Ilona furrowed her brow. “Zsolt has made dark choices. Having seen the contract he had drawn up with the Exiled, I don’t think I can ever see him in another light. Yet somehow, I believe there is redemption for him. He wants to save magic. Why he wants to save it may well be another matter, but it means we have a common goal for now, which is why I also believe Bea’s making the right choice.
“Knowing, for certain, she is his daughter makes things interesting, and it’s been something I’ve not been able to stop thinking about. With Mother’s decision to work with the Cult, I’ve been thinking a lot about families, and why people make the decisions they do. Sab, I know, thinks I’m more like Father, even though I was never lucky enough to meet him.”
“Uncle Ambrus would be proud of you, Ilona.” Sab put a hand over Ilona’s. “I don’t quite know how he’d feel about the choices Aunt Evelin made, but I think he’d understand them. She saw the Cult as a solution to a problem. They weren’t. We all knew that, while she… I can’t imagine what her life has been like. Going from her father, with things the way they were then, to being here with Zsolt out in the world… she didn’t have an easy time of things.”
Ilona sighed. “Neither of us had it easy, Sab.” Her eyes met with mine for a moment, and I could see the mix of emotions in them. “I can’t understand her choices. Having been born here, and barely been permitted out into the world… she made her choices, but I never really had a chance to, because she thought it was safer for me if I stayed here.
“Sometimes I left, because I had to. I needed to be free, and, yes, it led to me being used by the Cult, so I might have been the reason Mother got in contact with them. There’s no way of knowing. All I know is I hated the life she made us both live. We used to have arguments occasionally about going out into the world. She thought it was going to lead to us being found by Zsolt.
“Maybe it was, but I don’t think he cared as much as Mother thought he did. He knew we were here, yet he never came for us. It doesn’t sound like someone whom she claimed tried to kill everyone in her family, a story I’m honestly doubting now.”
“There’s a chance she didn’t tell us the whole truth. Aunt Evelin…” Sab bit down on her bottom lip, looking down at the table, and I could tell she was going through her memories from the time Zero might have sent her back through time. We didn’t know for certain if he had, or if he’d done to Sab what he had to Bea. Choosing to use his power to make them both think they were somewhere else, when they were both in the cottage, with Ilona.
“If they’re still at the cottage, we could still learn more, but for now I feel like we need to focus on finding the Exiled.” She grabbed one notebook from the table, passing it to me. “We spent a lot of time looking at different possibilities. There were some I could say for certain are on the Council, and then there are those who might be one of the Exiled. The problem I’m having is that there may be another group who have lived longer than normal lives.”
“The Cult?”
“We both thought that was the most likely explanation, because it seems like they aren’t against using magic to get what they want.”
Nodding, I thought about what happened before, and what little we knew about the Cult. “I think we need to wait for Bea to share some of that information with us, because Zero has to know something more.” I opened the notebook. “Not having had a connection with the rest of the Exiled it makes me relatively useless for working out who might be one of them.
“Keeping me away from them was the right thing to do, considering where we are now. Zero may want to eliminate the remaining the Exiled, but that doesn’t mean he wants it to be easy for us, and that leads us to where we are now.” I almost laughed. “He’s using us, isn’t he? To get us to do exactly what he wants, when he wants, when we don’t have any other option.”
“Everything was planned. We both know that. It keeps coming back to Bea, and what she might do when the time comes. Until then, we must stick to the tasks we have been given. It’s annoying, knowing Zero’s probably pulling most of the strings here, with us being little more than his puppets - although I believe him when he says he wants to save magic.”
“Saving magic, so he can take control of it, unless Bea wins.” Ilona frowned. “How likely is it she will?”
I shrugged. “Bea’s not stronger than Zsolt. At least not at this point. Spending some time learning from him will change that, because she’s naturally as gifted as him in magic, which makes it possible she will win. Honestly, I think her greater strength comes from being who she is, rather than the power she wields, which is something we have been talking about.
“She’s not like Zsolt. There’s no darkness within her, possibly because she wasn’t raised by him, but then we get into the argument of what’s nature and what’s nurture. Zsolt was brought up by Uncle Ambrus and Aunt Evelin, who, at the time, I wouldn’t have said there was any darkness in either. Yet Zsolt ended up walking this path. Aunt Evelin, I know, believed it was because of her, and the darkness within her father, which might be the case.”
“Only then there’s me.” Ilona gestured at herself. “I’m Zsolt’s sister, and I’ve never been the type who’d make the choices he has, but I never spent enough time around Father for him to be any kind of parent to me. Then there’s Mother, and her choices. It’s so complicated.”
“Nurture can lead to bad choices. I’m one of those people.” I leaned back in my chair, thinking back to the first time I met Zero and how he used my anger to convince me to work with him. “My parents had their heir in Brendan, choosing to have another child purely as insurance in case something happened to him, only to neglect me. More than anything, I wanted them to love me, but they didn’t.
“I don’t even think they truly loved Brendan, either. When they decided to have children at all, it was because Father did not become a member of the Council after he left the Academy, something he seemed to believe he was owed. His child was the next best option. Brendan learned a lot at the Academy, only it wasn’t what they wanted him to learn, leaving me in a position to become the favored son.
“Which never happened, because they became focused on pushing Brendan to be someone he wasn’t. I was nothing to them, and that made me an easy target for Zero, thanks to my anger. When I think of them, I wish I was sorry they were gone. Only I don’t think they were ever going to change. I would never be enough, and Brendan was always going to be their focus, even when he let them down by choosing to leave the Academy.”
“Honestly, with you, I’m not so certain you can call that nurture.” Sab raised an eyebrow. “That was more lack of nurture, because your father, being the son of Rayner, seemed to believe he was entitled to be on the Council, but if that didn’t happen, then a son would do.”
“Not just a son. The eldest son. Had I been asked to join the Council, it wouldn’t have been enough. I’m almost certain Father would have told me to give my position to Brendan, because he was the one who should have it.” I thought of the time I’d walked into the house after being at the Academy, only to have Father ask if he thought I could convince the headmaster to let Brendan try again. “I’m not even certain they’d have cared about me, even if Brendan had died.
“Zero did me a favor by killing the two of them. I wish he hadn’t done what he did to Brendan, but it does at least give us a chance to build a different relationship to the one we have before, where he was trying his best to get me to forgive him for the choices our parents made. I couldn’t. I blamed him as much as I blamed them.”
Sab raked a hand through her hair. “Zsolt was angry with Bet for her part in things. He blamed her for choices Aunt Evelin made, which was understandable, and sometimes I think he might even had blamed her for him being alive. Not that I knew it at the time. He kept everything from me, because he didn’t trust anyone by then, apart from maybe Dana. I don’t even know if he truly trusts her.”
“For Zsolt to trust someone, he needs to let them see him for who he is. Ebony may be in that position. I don’t know. Bea might get him to trust her, but considering how little she trusts him, I have a feeling it would be very complicated.” Ilona closed her eyes for a moment. “When I see my brother, I see who he could have been, instead of who he is.
“Sometimes I think the man he has become is because he was on the Council. If he had never been on it, the world would be a very different place.”
“Yes, it would, and I know he believes he’s our savior.” Sab shrugged. “I don’t know if he’s right, but I don’t think it matters. We know he is capable of anything, which might include killing his own daughter.”




Chapter 7: Sab

Nate stood behind me, notebook in hand, as I went through more of the names. We knew there were eight Exiled still alive, with one of those being Fox, who we’d crossed off the list as she’d been freed from that fate by Bea. Seven to find, and kill, in less time than I thought we needed, especially with the other problems we had to deal with.
The Cult knew who we were. So, maybe, as the enemy of their enemy, they’d view us as an ally for a time. However, Marianne and Kingston wanted to kill Bea. Was that a decision they’d made, or was it a decision of the Cult’s? I glanced back at Nate, knowing what would happen if Zsolt were killed.
Unless it couldn’t. I should have been focusing on names, rather than what might happen if the time came for the ritual and Zsolt was already dead. He believed it was something we wouldn’t be able to stop. What did he know we didn’t? Rather than try to force myself to do something I obviously couldn’t keep my mind on, I climbed back down the ladder to where Nate was watching me, seeming almost as though he expected me.
“Honestly, I’ve been trying to work out the answer, too.” Blinking, I stared at him. “We’ve been friends long enough for me to know what was going through your head, Sab, especially with the way you glanced over at me. Zero, if we’re to believe what he says, has a reason for every decision he makes, so changing me the way he has… well, he said it was in case anything happened to Bea, but there is also another possibility.”
“Something happening to him.” I shook my head. “Considering how he’s used the Exiled as a shield to protect himself from any danger, it doesn’t seem likely. But I’m certain it’s something he’d have planned for, because of who he is. You’re getting stronger. There’s a chance you might even be stronger than Bea at this point.”
For a few seconds, Nate was silent, staring at the wall in front of us. “I am. Had things been different, I’d have argued harder about her going to learn from Zero. It was a necessary evil. Learning more will strengthen her powers, making her more capable of fighting against Zero than I could be, and make it easier for her to defeat me if I step into Zero’s place for whatever reason.
“I don’t think it’s something Bea’s let herself think about. Having dragged my soul back into my body once, she can’t do it again. At least I don’t think she can. Using that kind of magic takes its toll. She gave me the spell she crafted, in case I need to use it in the future, so I have a better idea of how it worked than I did before. Reading through it, I’m almost certain it’s a one off, but Bea’s Bea.” He smiled. “If anyone can make it work twice, it’s her.”
“Leading us back to the fact we don’t know enough about the ritual.” I started walking back into the main library with Nate by my side. “We know, if we’re to take anything we’ve been told as the truth, Aunt Evelin’s father had a plan, which we believe Zsolt was moving forward with.
“Now, however, we know about the Cult, and how they want to remove magic from the world, which complicates everything. Zsolt has been focused on the ritual for as long as I can remember. It’s the reason we ended up fighting before, because I wasn’t going to let him do it, only I died trying to stop him, which…” I rubbed my forehead, trying to put all the pieces of the puzzle together. “From what Aunt Evelin said, her father needed more power to do the ritual.
“Getting that power meant taking the lives of his own children, along with other members of his family, and Aunt Evelin was lucky to survive. He also killed his null, something which made it easier for him to keep collecting power, since Nulls are supposed to help deep mages balance their strength. Another of the many things we don’t understand.”
“Losing the history of deep magic had an effect on all of us.” Nate shrugged as he sat down, drawing one notebook we’d left there closer to him. “We don’t know anything about what the ritual was created to do, but we believe Zero wants to finish it because it means taking control of all magic.”
“Unless… Aunt Evelin’s father was a part of the Cult.” I frowned as I contemplated the new possibility and what it meant. “He could have been trying to destroy magic too, and Zsolt… no, it’s impossible. I can’t see my cousin, of all people, being a secret member of the Cult, doing everything he can to destroy magic, when it’s the reason he’s lived this long. He didn’t leave the Council behind until he was certain he could recreate the spell that would keep him alive, which he then used to create the Exiled.
“They were his shadow Council, the group he created to work against the original Council, something they have been doing. It’s been something they’ve always been careful to keep under wraps, not wanting to draw too much attention to themselves. Keeping himself hidden is one way Zsolt has lived for as long as he has.”
“The same way the Cult has. Now, for the first time, we know they’re out there, and we need to deal with them, along with Zero.” Nate opened the notebook, flicking through the pages. “Looking at the contracts he gave us all, it was obvious how focused he was on having control.
“Destroying magic, changing everything for good, isn’t having control. Limiting it, however, is a possibility, so he’s the person who can gift it to those he believes are worthy. With it only being specific people having magic… well, it’s not too different to how things are now, with the Academy only taking in those who are strong enough.”
“When the Academy was created, it was done for a specific reason, one I didn’t know about until Zsolt left the Council for good, and that was to gather those with deep magic.” I closed my eyes, remembering him telling me before he left. “No, that’s not quite right. I didn’t want to believe it when he told me. I wanted to believe the Council, and the Academy, were a force for good, while he was much more capable of accepting the truth about how things were.
“On the day Zsolt left, I think I realized I couldn’t keep burying my head in the sand. He’d taught me about deep magic, and how to use it, even though I know he had his doubts about me, which was why he ended up leaving with Dana. She was the one who trusted him entirely. I couldn’t. There was too much of the Council in me.
“Looking back, I’m able to see things a little more clearly than I did before. How the Council existed because of three people who wanted to protect the world from deep magic, believing it to be one of the greatest dangers when it wasn’t. They never wanted Zsolt to be a part of the Council. I was the one they wanted, probably because they knew I was going to be easier to manipulate, with them only offering Zsolt a place when I said I wouldn’t join without him.
“Bet had to know exactly who we both were from the beginning. She saw me as being similar enough to Aunt Evelin. She’d be able to guide me in the right direction if she could get close enough to me. There was a time when I wanted to spend more time with her, to learn from her, until Zsolt got in the way.”
“Protecting you from the Cult.”
“I wish I’d known it at the time, but Zsolt kept me in the dark. Of course, I understand now it was him not trusting anyone, the way we can’t, because we have no way of knowing who might be a danger to us.”
“Testing Devin and Rayner. Bea was right to say we had to do it, to see what they might do, and yet there’s a part of me that feels like we’re losing who we were.”
“Honestly, I think it’s an inevitability. We don’t have a lot of options.” I thought of when Zsolt walked away, leaving me with the Council, having decided I would never follow him the way he needed me to. “My cousin decided he couldn’t trust me, and he was right to make that choice.
“I’m not sure he had any idea what would happen when he left. He might have seen it as a potential future, but there are never any certainties when you’re unable to see what’s coming next. I could have made different choices. The ritual might not have worked. I might not have been born at the right time to be a part of this.”
“Everything came together the way it needed to.” Nate reached out for the map, looking down at the surviving Exiled. “I know most of them became one of Zero’s Exiled, having no doubt they made the right choice. The same way I did. They believed his way was the only way.”
“Zsolt was the only one who knew the truth about the Cult at the time.”
“Yes, he was, but he said nothing about the Cult to me. Then again, he didn’t need to.” Nate cracked his knuckles as he paused to think. “We must think about the possibility of there being others like me. Other people he believed he needed to keep close for his plan to work.
“All the choices he’s made have led us to here. I keep asking myself if Bea made the right decision to go to ask him for help, because it seems like the one thing he wanted to happen most, and yet every time I cannot come up with an alternative. She needs to know more, so going to him makes sense but doesn’t make it any less terrifying, considering it puts her in a position where he could end this easily.”
“If he wanted to.” Ilona joined us. “We know he doesn’t. He’s planning on waiting until the ritual, because he says he needs Bea, so she’s safe enough.” She put a book on the table. “As the two of you were busy, I thought I’d start delving more deeply into the magic Grandfather might have used for the ritual he created.” She looked at me. “Sab shared her memories of what happened with Zsolt when she died to give me a chance to understand it better.”
“My very limited memories, but it might point us in a direction.”
“From what you showed me, I was able to find the right language.” Opening the book, Ilona smiled. “It’s old, and connected to deep magic. You said you didn’t understand most of the symbols to begin with.
“Had you been where you were for longer, it’s likely you’d have been able to tell me exactly what they were. Unfortunately, things didn’t pan out that way, with you being there to stop Zsolt rather than to learn. That also didn’t work out quite the way you hoped it would.
“What I’ve found doesn’t tell me as much as I hoped it would, although there’s a chance it may have been due to Zsolt knowing what was going to happen with the two of you being there. I’m certain there were other possibilities he saw. One of those might have been Rayner trying to stop him, rather than it being you.”
“Rayner argued it should be him, and I told him he was too emotional to make that choice. Of course, I was also too emotional to make the choice. Neither of us had given ourselves the time to let go of our anger at Zsolt. Even if we had done, things might have not worked out differently, because we weren’t strong enough to stop Zsolt. In the time he’d been gone, he’d learned even more about deep magic, making him even more dangerous than he was when he originally left.”
Nodding, Ilona tapped the book, and I looked down to see she had found the right language for the ritual Zsolt was putting together. “From the way the ritual was coming together and how he was working on the symbols, I don’t think he knew for certain what he was doing. I believe he was still learning.
“Grandfather would probably have been in a similar position. Creating rituals is complicated, even when you’re doing something relatively simple. I can see here, from these specific sigils, that there is something to do with protecting magic, which could mean anything at this point. We know it had to be done at a specific time, with the moons in specific phases, and we’re getting closer to that point now, so Zsolt is going to be working to adapt the ritual once more.
“One of the biggest issues he has, if he was being honest about it, is the damage the Cult has done. Considering what they did before, I believe him.”
“How do we stop him?” Nate stood, pacing around the table as he looked at the book. “Wait… I know these sigils.” He tapped three of them. “This is only one variation. I know at least two of them can be used in a very different ritual.”




Chapter 8: Beatrice

Zsolt sat across from me, scribbling something down on a piece of paper. “Read this.” Pushing it toward me, he studied me like he had done so many times before. “Tell me what it’s telling you.”
Raising an eyebrow, I looked down at the paper and saw a collection of sigils on it. At first, I did not know what they were supposed to be telling me, but as I continued to stare, I started to understand an element of them. How they were something more than they seemed. I reached out to grab one of Zsolt’s collection of about a hundred quills.
Letting the magic lead me, I disconnected one sigil from another, seeing how they could then combine to create something different. As I did, Zsolt got up and paced around the desk to see what I was doing, but he stayed silent the whole time. His silence was probably the most disconcerting thing. I kept working until I thought I was done.
“You’re better than I was when I started.” He rested a hand on my shoulder. “It’s a relief, to be honest. You need to be at least a couple of steps ahead of where I was before, since we don’t have the luxury of time. Not with how fast things are moving.”
“We can’t do the ritual until the right phase of the moon.”
“No, we can’t, but we should focus on what we can do. The Cult knows what’s coming too, so we must stay one step ahead of them.” I could still feel his hand, its touch repulsing me, but I did not shrug it off. “There are three you’ve missed. Sit with the paper, give it time, then try again.”
“There’s a reason for this?”
“Beatrice, you know me. There’s a reason for everything.” He didn’t take his hand off my shoulder, and it was slowly feeling heavier. “Understanding this language is the first step, nothing more. From here, there are three more languages for you to learn. Deep magic is far more complicated than any of the ordinary stuff, you know.”
“Strangely enough, Zsolt, I had worked that out.” I shook my head. “Deep magic was how you could bring me here while my body was elsewhere. It’s not something I could do, but I understand I’m looking at something that’s beyond anything I learned before.”
“I think you’re wrong. If you knew how to do it, I’m certain you could. When you pulled Nathaniel back into his body, you were using a very specific form of deep magic, something only someone stronger than I was could do, which was exactly why I tested your limits with it. I needed to know how capable you were.
“Of course, that brought him back very different to how he was before. I didn’t know for certain it would happen, although I had reason to believe it would. Nathaniel has a different strength to you, because of how he was transformed by his death, and it’s a form of deep magic you need to understand. A form you must learn how to balance.”
“Balance?” Brendan was, apparently, Sab’s null, and her balance. Zsolt was finally telling me something useful. “I was the one who brought him back, making me the one who changed him. The one who’s connected to him differently than before.”
Zsolt shrugged nonchalantly. “Until deep magic was taken from the world, it wasn’t entirely unheard of for someone like Nathaniel to exist. It was rare. Someone with the strength to bring a person back to life is unusual to begin with. Being able to convince the magic to let it happen is another thing entirely, which I know you already understand. I believe there have been five previously, but I am limited there by the books I’ve been able to find.
“Choosing to bring him back has entwined your souls, Beatrice. At least from what I’ve been able to see. You are a part of him, and he’s a part of you. Not that it wasn’t already the case. The two of you…” He sighed, his hand finally leaving my shoulder, going round the table to sit back down. “I have my reasons for all the choices I make, something you already know.
“From the beginning I knew. Of course, I was still having my doubts this was the choice I was going to make.” He gestured at me. “Bringing a child into this world was something I actively decided not to do. Rayner said something similar when we were much younger, although he had different reasons for it. He didn’t believe it was fair, when he was going to live forever, for him to have children who were going to die.
“I made the decision knowing what the Cult were attempting to do. Rayner didn’t know anything about how they were trying to destroy the world. At least I believe he didn’t.
“Had I been a different person, then I might have confided in Rayner and changed the world. It took me a very long time to get to where I am. When I saw Nathaniel, I understood I didn’t have a choice in the matter. Someone was going to fight me no matter what I did, and it was better for them to be someone I could protect from the Cult. Leading us to where we are now.”
“Protecting me was easier because of our bloodline connection.” I believed he was telling me the truth, despite the constant web of lies he spun to suit his needs. “Yet you know you’re going to have to kill me.”
“No, Beatrice, you’re going to have to kill me.” He almost smiled as I stared at him, wide-eyed. “Like I said, it took me a very long time to get here. You see the man who killed my cousin to get what I wanted. I get that. It would be natural to assume you are the next target, but there’s no doubt in my mind how this is going to work out. How it needs to work out.”
“Leaving me to deal with the Cult.”
“We’re going to solve that problem while you’re working with me.” Zsolt stood, stepping over to one of the many bookcases around the room. “You know the Cult have existed as long as there has been magic. From that point forward, they were actively working against magic for their own reasons, each member choosing the path because they believed it was the right thing to do.
“Grandfather was one of very few people who were actively working against the Cult, and he knew how to track them down. Unfortunately, I’m not as successful at identifying them. They were always skilled at keeping themselves hidden. I know I was lucky with you. Keeping you off their radar… well, it worked. You’re here now.
“First we save magic, then we undo the damage that was done.” He pulled a book off the shelf. “Mother’s memories were altered by Aunt Bet. At least, I think they were. She saw Grandfather differently to how I did when I learned more about him. An enemy for them to be working against.
“A reason for Mother to help the Cult. A reason for Mother to let the Cult take Ilona. She knew her daughter wasn’t her true daughter for a long time. Of course, she didn’t know how closely I watched her, because she didn’t know I could get into the library. When I started to understand the situation, it was willing to help me.”
“Zsolt…”
“You, of course, aren’t quite willing to believe me at this point. I’ve spent too much of my time weaving stories, trying to be the enemy they needed, while I worked against the Cult in the way Grandfather did. Unlike him, I was lucky enough to gain the gift of immortality. It hasn’t been as easy as I thought it was going to be, but the time of my death is coming.”
“How can I believe you? You created the Exiled.”
Putting the book down in front of me, not covering the paper with the sigils on, Zsolt nodded. “I did. They, like so many other things I did, were a means to an end. I made choices, because they had to be made. Without me there was no one else, and I knew the Cult were after me. Using people isn’t something a good person would do. I will not lie to you and say it was a mistake. It wasn’t. I’m not a good person, Beatrice.
“Some decisions I made might be different, but, mostly, I’d do the same things again. Including create the Exiled. They were a method of protecting me, and in return, I offered them power. They took me up on the offer as willing parties. Fox, I know, later turned to you for help. I’m glad you could do what you did.
“The others aren’t good people either. Nathaniel changed because he met you, but he was never the same as the others. Whatever he might have thought, there was a core of light within him, which came from Rayner. Honestly, I think Fox was the same. She made the choice out of pain. I should have known better than to offer it to her.
“Maybe I always knew the time would come when she’d get the help she needed from someone like you. I can’t pretend I have all the answers. Some I have, including the story of my grandfather, which is sitting in front of you now. As far as I know, Aunt Bet destroyed it. What she didn’t know was what I’d be capable of in the future, although she was doing everything she could to keep me from learning the truth.”
Reaching out, I opened the book, seeing handwriting I’d never seen before. “You went back in time to get it?”
“Eventually, I was going to need it.” Zsolt returned to his seat, looking at me. “I saw this moment, Beatrice. At the time I didn’t know you were my daughter, but I saw a young woman sitting opposite me, deep magic exuding from her in a way I knew she couldn’t yet understand. When I looked at Nathaniel now, it’s very similar. The two of you were destined to be together.
“I came to understand why you were here and what I was going to need to do. We have a little more time for you to learn before we deal with the Cult. You sent Nathaniel and Sable out to solve the problem of my Exiled.”
“The physical problem of your Exiled.”
“Yes, true, but you’ll learn what you need to know in order to use them to your advantage.” Multiple responses came to mind. I didn’t say any of them, breathing in deeply, because I knew if I did, it was going to change things between us. “Say what you wish. I will not get angry. Whatever you say is likely true, and it won’t affect the tentative truce we have right now.”
Zsolt flashed a wry smile. “Maybe you don’t think you will, but it’s so much easier said than done. Anger is involuntary. Emotions aren’t that simple.
“I’m sorry for leaving you with your mother…” He sighed. “I know, from what I saw, they didn’t treat you the way you should have been, because you had magic when they didn’t. I did what I thought was the safest option. At least they never harmed you physically, which was the least I could have hoped for.”
“Had you made a different choice, I never would have gone to the Academy.” I slowly looked around the room. “Growing up here… I can’t imagine it would have gone well. You needed to be someone I wouldn’t have been if I had you as my only parent. We both know it. I wished things were different, and I had parents who understood me, but you weren’t going to be that parent.”
“No, I wasn’t. I knew better than to be a parent. There’s a darkness within me I’ve always had.” He pressed a hand to his heart. “Accepting it is the best thing for me. You, on the other hand, have all of Sable’s light. All of Grandfather’s light.” Zsolt stood. “Keep working on the sigils. I need to check on a couple of things.
“For now, the best thing you can do is read a couple of entries from Grandfather’s journal, and understand who he truly was. How he tried to save the world, only to be used by those who wanted to destroy magic, with the ritual something he realized he never should have worked on. If he hadn’t done it, we wouldn’t be where we are now.”
Zsolt left the room. Closing my eyes, I pressed my hand to the journal. As I did, I saw the man who wrote the words appear in front of me.
A man who looked a lot like Zsolt, apart from the eyes. He looked back at me, as if he could see me. I didn’t believe I had the strength to do something like that. At least until he smiled at me. He was my family, technically. My great-grandfather, who’d died centuries before I was born, something I thought he might know.
“You’re stronger than you realize, Bea. Am I allowed to call you Bea? I know Zsolt only uses Beatrice.”
“Bea’s fine.” I blinked. “You’re really here?”
“Deep magic allows me to be here because you connected with me. I’m not quite a spirit, not exactly, but something similar. Maybe the time has finally come when I’ll be able to move on.”




Chapter 9: Brendan

Fox sat opposite me as I surrounded myself by a mountain of books once more. “Are you getting anywhere?”
“I don’t know.” Looking at each of the books, thinking about what I’d learned about nulls, I wasn’t certain I was getting anywhere. “They tell me what I already know - that the null is a balance to someone with deep magic, although it was far more common at the time until everything changed.”
Fox frowned. “I’ve gone over everything I know about Zero multiple times. Leaving the Exiled was the best choice I could have made. When I joined them, he told me we were going to be needed in the future. Others got more details than I did, because I wasn’t exactly a prime candidate.
“Creating the Exiled, using us as his shield, was a choice he made when he was much younger, at a point when he didn’t understand who he was going to become. As much as I hate him for it, when I put all the pieces of the puzzle together, I see why he made the decisions he did.
“How those decisions are linked to the Cult, and everything we don’t yet know. I feel it here more than I did before.” Her eyes met with mine. “Brendan, will you go somewhere with me? I know you’re busy, but I think I must tell someone about this, before I can’t anymore.”
“Of course.” I didn’t like the ominous overtones with the way she was talking, so it made the most sense to go with her. “What do you mean by ‘can’t anymore’?”
“There’s something coming. We can all feel it.” Fox smiled. “I don’t know what might happen, so it’s best for me to share what I know while I still can.” She paused before standing up. “Being back here makes me feel like I’m young again.”
“You are still young, Fox.”
“Physically, yes, but mentally it’s very different. I was barely an adult when I first left the Academy, feeling like I would never be good enough for my family, because they told me I let them down - I should have won a seat on the Council. Being second was a failure. They couldn’t see how well I’d done.
“When I became one of the Exiled, I changed. I was feeling so worthless I jumped at the chance to be useful to someone, even though that someone was Zero. He understood how I felt, or at least he seemed to, which was what I needed. Signing the contract was an easy thing to do until I saw who I could have been had I never made that decision. Only it was too late.
“The contract was binding. I could have died, and I have replayed it in my mind, looking into a river and thinking about how easy it would be for me to just let go. Unfortunately, my soul would join the others, strengthening Zero. Those who died before because of the Council or their fellow Exiled had become a part of him, so I knew it would happen. Before Bea came into my life, I couldn’t see how I was ever going to free myself.
“Now I am free. I feel like I don’t know what the right choices are. I don’t want to be the same person I was before. This is something I need to do for me, only I fear what it means. Zero said something when I became one of the Exiled - and he told me the time would come when I’d understand fully why he chose me.”
“Deep magic.” Fox glanced back at me as we started walking. “All of you can use it.”
“I believe that’s the case, which is why he chose us. Why we ended up at the Academy, surrounded by some of the strongest mages.”
“Was someone chosen instead of you to fill the seat on the Council?”
Fox shook her head. “No, even though there was a free space. My parents told me I’d have succeeded if I’d won, but, knowing what I do now, I’m certain they were wrong. I wouldn’t have been chosen. Being on the Council wouldn’t have been right for me, the way it isn’t for most people. Now I struggled to understand why there are so many who believe becoming a member of the Council is the best thing a mage can achieve.”
“Anyone with sense can see the truth about the Council and how they’ve lost their way, but there’s nothing we can do to change what is. All we can do is make the most logical choices possible, moving forward. Accepting this truth is one thing we must do, now that we’re trying to stop the Cult and Zero.”
Fox nodded in agreement. “Yes, I see everything clearly now, unclouded by my previous sense of worthlessness. It was easy to see why Zero chose me—I was vulnerable, with nothing to lose.
“He told me I had power. I could do more than I imagined, and with time, I’d be able to become the person I should always have been. Maybe he meant the time would come when I’d grow a spine, making it possible for me to save myself from dying to increase his strength. I kept my distance from the Exiled, apart from Oak.”
Fox paused for a moment at the mention of the name. “Oak said he loved me for who I am. I doubt he meant it, but he said the words. When I needed someone, he was around, which was something I was grateful for. I saw him as a way to keep myself safe from the other Exiled, because I knew how they saw me. I was an easy target. Oak kept anything bad from happening to me.
“The others were much stronger than me, so if they turned on me all at once, I wouldn’t have had a chance. Zero didn’t care about our internal conflict. It didn’t bother him if something happened to one of the Exiled, so long as he could get a replacement. I’m certain he knew I was planning to free myself, yet he didn’t do anything.”
“Possibly the timing.”
“Knowing what I do now, that seems to be the most likely reason.” Fox glanced back at me again as we kept walking. “We’re getting close to where Zero killed Sable before she was reborn, and I can feel those memories, even though it didn’t technically happen here. The old Academy had to be rebuilt, so the memories should have been entwined with those bricks, rather than these.”
“Reusing the old bricks is a possibility.”
“I don’t think I’d be able to feel the memories.” She reached out to touch one hand to the wall. “If I close my eyes, I can see them fighting, and I’m able to feel their emotions. How disappointed Sable was with Zero, seeing what he was truly capable of, because she thought he was here to destroy magic. He wasn’t.
“For the first time, I can connect with Zero. With Zsolt.” We stopped moving. “How there were two of them, entwined in the same body. Zero was his darkness, the choices he believed he had to make, until he had to kill his own cousin. It split him more than he had been before.”
Fox kneeled, touching her hand to the floor. “Zero was trying to break something.” I moved a little closer to her. “The magic is… I don’t know how to put it into words, Brendan.”
“Transformed might work.” Devin stepped out of the shadows, and I stepped in front of Fox instinctively, uncertain I trusted him. “You’re feeling something I’ve been trying to understand for as long as I’ve been headmaster, Fox. Can you tell me anything more? I know it’s complicated.”
I relaxed when I determined he wasn’t there to harm her. “You’ve known about this?”
Devin nodded. “Both of us have, Brendan. We know we were asked to join the Council for a reason. Logically, considering the pieces of the puzzle we’ve been able to put together, it’s because we both could have used deep magic. The more time I spend here, the more certain I am there’s something I can’t quite put my finger on.
“When Bea arrived, things changed. Like she was undoing something, simply by being here. As far as I know, she’s the first student in recent times who could use deep magic. The first in many years. Fox knows who she is now, but I don’t believe she knew before, the same way we didn’t.”
“None of us even knew deep magic existed, Devin. We’re all in a very different position now, and this…” Fox breathed in deeply. “Transformed may be the right word. I don’t know. Maybe the word we’re looking for is capped. Like there’s less power than there was before. I feel like there’s more we should be able to connect with.
“The Cult, we know, has been trying to destroy magic. It could have been a step they took, or a step someone else took, to alter magic or put a limiter on it until they could get rid of it. Despite their best efforts, there are those of us that could still connect to the deep magic when a big change came about. For me, the change was Bea. She broke the contract I signed.”
“Honestly, I think she changed a lot of us.” Devin put a hand on my shoulder, giving me a warm smile. “Bea saved you from being trapped in the town he took out of this world. I don’t know which part of that transformed you into a null, but it had something to do with her or Zero, and you wouldn’t be here now if it hadn’t been for her.
“Getting to know her, learning about the deep magic for the first time, changed everything for me, giving me a chance to reflect on who or what I was. There was a reason I was chosen for the Council, by a woman we now understand was actively working against those with deep magic, and Zsolt was the one to stop her.”
“Zsolt?”
“Zsolt and Zero are two different personas, Brendan. I think we both see it. The person who eventually became the archmage of darkness, and the person he was before. Learning the truth about deep magic, and what Bet was capable of, was the beginning of the change, leading to him trusting no one. Not even his own cousin.
“With time, I feel like he’s opened up a little more. I will not say I trust him, and I wish Bea had made a different choice, but I can see why he made the choices he did and why he thought they were the only option he had. Not knowing who was in the Cult made things more complicated.”
“Someone was here. A member of the Cult. I couldn’t tell you when. Centuries ago. They kneeled in a very similar spot to me.” Fox breathed slowly, as though she was trying to deepen her connection. “No, it was more than one person. Three, perhaps. It’s hard to tell. So many things have happened since.
“I can tell you they were the ones who did this. At least they seem to have been. They were surrounded by sigils. I don’t recognize any of them, but I feel like I should. Like I once knew them. Like they’ve always been a part of me, and the knowledge I should have.” I shared a look with Devin, who raised an eyebrow. “Sable came back. Maybe there are others who have experienced the same thing.”
Fox paused before continuing. “By using a ritual, she kept her memories. The rest of us didn’t. Seeing them, though, I believe I might have used deep magic before. I might have come to help because it was something I would have done before. They’re starting the ritual, using a magic I don’t understand, so it must be deep magic. I can tell one of them knows all their lives will be changed.
“None of them will use magic the same way again, but it’s the only safe option. After what happened before, they need to make the same future an impossibility. They trust Bet, the one who saved them both from death, from a man they thought of as their friend. If it hadn’t been for her, they never would have had a chance to protect the world from the madness of someone with too much power.”
“The first three leaders of the Council.” Devin nodded. “You must be seeing them.”
“From what I can tell, it happened before the Academy was finished. I don’t know how I can connect with these memories. Maybe it’s part of the magic Bea unlocked for me, because this isn’t something I’ve been able to do before, but I’m certain they did this. They took deep magic from all of us.”




Chapter 10: Nate

“Fox is well?”
“Yes, I don’t think seeing those memories harmed her.” Brendan looked around the room. “She’s exhausted. The deeper she went, the more it took out of her, but I couldn’t convince her to stop until she’d got as many details as she could. She was the one who told me I needed to pass this on to the two of you.”
Sab nodded. “Thank her for us, when she wakes up.”
“Of course.” Brendan ran his fingers through his hair. “Knowing what she does, Fox wants to go through the Council buildings to see if she can learn anything more. I’m worried about her, although I don’t think I can keep her from doing it, because she believes she’s useful for the first time. She wants to help, to pay Bea back for what she did.”
I smiled. “Tell her she’s already helped. We don’t need her to put herself at harm’s risk to learn more.”
“We already had that conversation, Nate, but she’s stubborn.” Brendan shook her head, and there was a glimmer in his eyes I recognized. “I’ll do what I can.”
“Looking at memories isn’t dangerous, Nate.” Fox’s voice came from wherever she was. “It’s tiring, yes, and I will need to be careful not to drain all my energy. Still, it’ll take more than that to kill me. Brendan will need to carry me to a bed, though, something I think he’s more than capable of.”
“Fox…”
Laughing, she moved forward so we could see her. For the first time, I could see the magic shimmering on her. “That’s an interesting change.”
Her eyes widened. “You can see it?”
“Comes with the territory. I understand why you want to do it. Even though I wasn’t truly one of the Exiled, I know how you feel, because I feel it too. You have nothing to make up for. This… you’ve helped us more than anyone by seeing those memories.”
“No, I do.” I could see the determination in her eyes. “I wasn’t one of the worst Exiled, but I still made bad choices, especially when I was with Oak. This gives me something else to focus on, Nate. Being able to help you, and Bea, is the most important thing.”
Drawing one notebook closer, Sab opened it to the list of names we’d compiled. “While you’re there, Fox, I wanted to ask you about the Exiled. I know you said you weren’t close to the others, so I’m not expecting any information on them. What would help is knowing the name you used before you become one of the Exiled, along with Oak’s, because then I can cross you off this list.”
“Oh, of course. I was Isobel McLaughlin. With everything that’s happened recently, I’ve felt more like Isobel than I have done in a very long time. Almost as though I might reclaim the name.”
“You’re a McLaughlin.” Sab nodded, crossing the name off her list. “Zsolt’s choice makes sense there.”
“I wasn’t good enough for my parents, and it led me down a dark path.” She looked down at her hands. “Honestly, none of us were, but my sisters weren’t the eldest daughter, so they didn’t have the same weight on their shoulders.”
Brendan caught my eye, the two of us remembering how that weight affected both of us. No one deserved to go through that, yet it happened to so many of us. Sab gave Fox a moment, her own emotions mixed, something I knew I could feel due to how much I was changing.
Learning more was something I didn’t have time to do, but I was taking some time to experiment. Sometimes, if I was focusing, I could pick up the occasional thought. It wasn’t consistent. Maybe, in time, it would be, although I wasn’t sure how I felt about being able to know what people were thinking. Especially if I could do it to Bea.
My skills with all the elemental magic were increasing. Earth seemed to be the strongest, with air being the weakest. All of them were still a force to be reckoned with. Unfortunately, I didn’t have the same interesting skill Fox had, with her ability to connect with the memories of places.
“Are you able to talk about Oak?”
“Yes, I can. I’m sorry, Sab. Lost in my emotions there for a moment.”
“Don’t apologize. I’ve been there myself.”
“Not being good enough is hard.”
“I feel like I learned a lot when it happened, especially the few times I didn’t receive a letter inviting me to learn at the Academy. Being in one of the greater families meant it was expected of us, only it was never that simple… well, fortunately, it’s another life now. I wish you never had to go through the pain, Fox.”
“So do I, but I did, and maybe it was for the best. Had it never happened, I wouldn’t be here, in a position to help you.” She breathed in deeply and looked at Sab once more. “Oak was Valerian Constantine.”
Closing my eyes, I saw Oak, the way he had been when we were fighting. The Constantine family was one I think everyone had heard of, but it never once crossed my mind he was one of them. It made sense Zero would have tried to get one of them to join him. Oak, though… well, maybe it was being one of the Exiled that transformed him.
“Thank you.” I heard Sab cross a name off the list. “I’m honestly surprised about Oak. He didn’t seem like a Constantine.”
“Exactly the reason he ended up with the Exiled.” I opened my eyes again, so I could see Fox. “Until he ‘failed’ the family, he knew what his future was going to be, or at least he says he did. Not becoming a member of the Council changed everything. They believed he should have taken one of the last two places, but he didn’t.
“He didn’t even come first at the end of the year. There were three other strong contenders he said he was up against, so he ended up coming third, something his parents were incredibly disappointed by. Apparently, there was an arranged marriage to a different McLaughlin that ended up being canceled, because he failed them, too. His anger is something he used when he was with Zero.
“At first, I thought he hated me for being who I was. Instead, he embraced me, telling me he understood what it was like to go through what I did. Promising he’d do whatever he could to help me. Sometimes I think the only reason he made the choice was because of who I had been before I became one of the Exiled. He even talked about marriage a couple of times, something I was very much against. He didn’t understand why, reiterating he wanted to spend the rest of time with me. Even then, I saw myself living a different life.
“Being with him… I don’t entirely understand why I made the decision. Yes, it was partly because he was willing to protect me, something I knew I couldn’t do myself. I desperately wanted someone to care about me. He cared, even if it was for all the wrong reasons.”
“Sometimes, when things are complicated, we make bad choices.” Sab had her eyes on the list in front of her, going through the names we still had left. “You saw the others?”
“Occasionally, for the gatherings Zero liked to have, but I didn’t know any of them. I kept my distance. There was no doubt they’d be willing to use me the way I think Oak was, only with him it was mutual.
“Fortunately for me, Oak was strong. If he wanted to be, he could have been far higher up. He told me he didn’t care enough. Being one of Zero’s favorites wasn’t a priority, as long as he got what he wanted from being one of the Exiled. It seemed like he did when he ended up with me, so he focused on that, rather than being a ‘true Constantine’.”
“Higher up?”
“The position of the Exiled depended on how strong they were. None of us would ever become stronger than Ebony, because of her dragon, but there were still those who thought the time would come when they’d be able to topple her. Unsurprisingly, they didn’t manage to. Some of them died. Others simply had to accept it would never happen. It seemed to depend on how much they annoyed her during the fight.
“Zero pushed us all to become better. Well, he pushed the others. Whenever he was around me, he seemed to be different, letting me make choices without undermining them. There was a time when one other tried to get Zero to explain why I was the exception to the rule, which didn’t go well for them.
“I knew he would never step in if the others decided they could get rid of me. That didn’t mean he was going to accept any of them questioning the choices he’d made. He was our leader, and so whatever he decided was final. We weren’t permitted to question his choices.
“I still have questions, but I know I’m never going to get answers. Zero, even if he was willing, is probably going to be dead by that point, which is probably best for all of us. Unless Bea could get the information. I wouldn’t ever ask her to, because I know things are already complicated enough.”
“When I talk to her next, I’ll see if she can learn something more about the Exiled. It’ll help with what we’re doing, along with potentially getting you the answers you need.” I looked back at Brendan. “How are you getting on?”
“A null is balance. That’s literally all I’ve got. It’s as though the books we have here were written by people who didn’t need to teach a new null what it meant to be them, which makes sense. Those lessons were probably passed on from one generation to the next without ever getting written, leaving me in this position.”
“Maybe I can find something more.” Fox shrugged. “We know for a fact Bet originally used deep magic, so she must have had a null at some point. All the original Council members must have done before they changed everything for all of us, deciding to ‘save’ everyone from the dangers of deep magic. How they truly believed Zero’s grandfather was the danger, even though there was something else I saw in Bet’s thoughts.
“Getting to them wasn’t something I could do, but I keep coming back to her being the one who needed a scapegoat. Her brother was the best option, considering what he was trying to do, although I don’t think she truly understood what he was trying to do. I think it’s also possible she got Evelin to work with her.”
Ilona laughed. “Mother told me a lot about Bet. How the two of them had become close after what happened, until Bet died unexpectedly, something she always blamed on Zsolt. At the time, I was still young enough to accept what she was saying as the truth, without stopping to ask why she thought it had anything to do with my brother.
“I didn’t ask questions, because I knew Mother wouldn’t tell me the truth. She believed Zsolt would kill both of us. That meant he was willing to kill Bet, probably because she had something he wanted. Only sometimes her stories didn’t entirely connect, especially with Zsolt, and when she started letting me leave the library, he was one of the first people I wanted to learn more about.
“By then, of course, he had walked a dark path. Dark enough I feared him, at least to begin with. Like he could come from anywhere to kill me. When it didn’t happen, I wondered whether I was right to fear him, or if it was simply a feeling Mother passed on to me.
“Zsolt didn’t care. He didn’t have any reason to kill me, because I wasn’t trying to stop him. There’s a chance we might have come across each other a couple of times. I still don’t trust him, but I didn’t trust Mother, either. Learning she was working with the Cult hurts, but it wasn’t entirely a surprise.”
Sab put a hand on Ilona’s. “You knew her better than I did. I knew Zsolt better than you. Whoever Aunt Evelin became, she’s not the woman who took me in. Zsolt… I don’t believe he would ever have done anything to hurt you on purpose. Not back then. I’m also not going to say he loved the idea of having another sister, either.
“Until you both ‘died’ Zsolt was closed off from all of us, and I wonder how much of that was due to him already knowing something was wrong. He was the most closely connected with deep magic. It’s possible he already knew what Aunt Bet was doing, but he couldn’t do anything to stop it. What I wish he’d been able to do was talk to me about it, rather than seeing me as another potential danger.”




Chapter 11: Sab

Map in hand, we stepped out the library together. I glanced at Nate. Letting him go off alone felt wrong, even knowing how much stronger he was than before.
“You’re welcome to come with us.”
“I’m going to be fine.” Nate smiled. “You honestly don’t need to worry about me. Dealing with whatever the world throws at me is something I’m more than capable of handling.”
“Fortunately, he will not be on his own.” Edric appeared from the thick foliage of trees. “Bea sent me.” Nate and I shared a look, both of us turning to face Edric whilst gathering power. “Glad she warned me about your likely reaction to those words.” He smiled, tossing a communication crystal at Nate, who caught it. “She left this, telling me the time might come when she’d ask me to help.
“She told me where you were and asked me to join Nate because she didn’t want him to be out hunting the Exiled alone. You guys might not trust me, but clearly Bea does. All I know is the Exiled still needs to be dealt with. Not that I think you need help. What happened?”
“Dying changes people far more than you can imagine.” Nate wrapped his hand around the crystal again. “Having you here could prove useful. Thank you for making the journey.”
“Bea said I know too much to walk away, and she’s right. There are, I’m certain, things I haven’t been told, but I’ve been through enough to have a better understanding than anyone else of what we need to do. Both the Exiled and the Cult are now a danger to us, right?”
“Our focus is still the Exiled.” I let my power cool, willing to give Edric the benefit of the doubt. “The Cult may or may not get in the way.”
“Honestly, I think they will.” Knowing what I’d done, and what Nate hadn’t, Edric stepped closer to me, gesturing to the map. “I sent a messenger to Devin and Rayner. So far, my home city has avoided dealing with the Cult, but others…” I held the map out. “According to Father, the Cult members are claiming certain towns as their strongholds.
“Some mages are abandoning post, evacuating before the Cult arrives.” He pointed at towns I knew, having lived in them during my previous lives. “Those of us still outside have been doing what we can to help, knowing what the Cult are now capable of.
“Stories are coming out of some towns about how the Cult are executing anyone with magic who isn’t willing to accept the new way - which basically means giving up their magic. Other towns, like mine, have been setting up protections against them, doing what they can to make sure the Cult does not infiltrate their homes. We don’t want them to get any kind of hold.”
“This is because we didn’t know they were there.” I shook my head. “We might have been able to stop them if we did.”
“Possibly, but they’re good.” Edric sighed. “Two of Father’s closest friends ended up being thrown out with their wives and families. Men I’d known my whole life, who didn’t reveal what they were to either of us, until Cult set their plans in motion.”
My mind turned to Aunt Evelin. She might have hidden the truth from the time she took me in, possibly even knowing what happened to my parents, but why would she make that choice if she was working with the Cult? Unless she made it because I was a child, and Bet told her there was still a chance I could become one of them.
They Chose me over Zsolt, when he was clearly the stronger of the two of us, because they believed I was the better for the Council. The decision I made to say no, so I wouldn’t be immortal without my closest friend. Bet even offered a position to both of us, though she must have been worried about Zsolt, unless she wasn’t part of the Cult.
Unless she had another plan entirely. There was still so much I didn’t know. So many lies I’d been told through the years. I looked at Edric, thinking of his friends and how they’d done something similar. He gave me one of those smiles, as though he knew what was going through my head.
“When it happened, I was more confused than anything, to be honest.” Edric laughed. “How could they be making that choice when they knew who my family was? And it wasn’t as though they’d stopped using magic themselves. Apparently, they were given a dispensation because of who they were, which points to the Cult being anti-magic when it suits them. Yet we know their plan is to destroy magic entirely.”
Nate’s eyes stayed on the map, adding stars beside the towns we knew had been taken over by the Cult, seeming more bothered by it than I was. “They’re trying to block us off.” He looked at me for a moment before turning back to the map. “Obviously, they know Zero and Bea need to reach the Academy. They’ve started attempting to surround it entirely to keep them from doing so.”
Edric nodded. “I’d noticed the same thing.” He grabbed Nate’s pen, putting a different symbol beside the towns they still held. “We’re here, keeping a route to the Academy open. Unfortunately, it meant I had to tell Father a little more than I wanted to about all of this. It was the only way we’d be able to do what had to be done, so I’m trusting him to keep that to himself. I think, with what happened, he’s far more likely to, because he understands the threat the Cult possesses.
“He’s going to be working with some of the other families to keep the towns defended. They have no love for the Cult, either.” He tapped the pen against the map. “One of the Exiled is also heading in that direction, which may point to them working with the Cult, and Zero.”
“I wish that was a surprise.” Studying the map, and the Exiled heading in that direction, I went through my list of potential Exiled. “We still don’t know who they are, so it’s going to be complicated. From what Fox said, we’ll be going after the stronger Exiled, and the names I have are pointing to them being from some of the older families. Zsolt chose those he knew would be capable of fighting against anyone who might come after them.
“Ebony is the only Exiled we aren’t actively planning on dealing with.” I pointed to her on the map, in a position that seemed familiar. “This is likely where she is, because there’s been less movement from her. She’s going to be with Zsolt, the two of them working on their own plans, so we’ll deal with her later.” Or Bea would, but I wasn’t sure exactly how that was going to pan out. “We know we need to move faster, especially if one of them is going to join with the Cult, because I don’t want to fight them.
“At least not right now. In time, we probably won’t have any other option.” Unless Bea and Zsolt solved the problem. “Focusing on the problem of Zsolt comes first, and then we can move forward against the Cult, which might be more straightforward.”
“Stepping out into the open, rather than hiding in the shadows.” Edric ran his finger over some towns they controlled. “The other thing we’re doing at this point is trying to learn more about them, to get a better understanding of who is in control of this coup. Some people who are against the Council have said they believe someone within it has to be with the Cult, because of how long they’ve lived.”
“Rayner and Devin are both allies. We know that for certain.” Nate shrugged. “Other than that, it could literally be anyone in the Council, or someone else entirely, because we know Zero made himself immortal. It’s possible someone else could do the same if they could use deep magic.”
“Deep magic has a better chance of being able to find those who also have deep magic.” Ilona’s voice was quiet. “Unfortunately, it makes sense someone within the Cult does have deep magic that they’ve used to kill all the others.”
“Or Zero did.” Edric looked at Ilona for a moment. “I have a feeling it was potentially both groups who were doing it, with Zero trying to find someone strong, like Bea, to pass it down from one generation to the next. Then the Cult were taking out all those Zero didn’t. Leaving us in the position we are right now.”
“You’re probably right. Zsolt was probably trying to create strong bloodlines with deep magic. He did what he could to find those who had potential, drawing them into the Exiled. Like Nate. Dying changed you, but I believe this could only have happened because of the potential you already had. And then there’s Fox.
“He convinced her to become one of his Exiled for a reason. With the changes she’s going through, I believe that was why he made that choice, seeing her as someone who might take Bea’s place when the time came. The more I learn about the Exiled, the more certain I am he was searching for something specific. It didn’t work out the way he thought it would, otherwise Bea wouldn’t be here.”
“Like the Council. We know they were originally created for the three ‘survivors’ to search for others with deep magic.” I saw Bet again after the year just gone, telling me how helpful she’d believed I’d be as the next chosen member of the Council. “They wanted me more than Zsolt. It seems more likely now Bet wanted me for a specific reason, only for Zsolt to prevent that from happening, by being who he was. She knew who we both were.
“She knew Aunt Evelin, and who my parents were. She also knew, I’m certain, what Zsolt was going to be capable of if he learned about deep magic. Agreeing to him being a member of the Council because she wanted me… maybe she truly believed she’d be able to keep Zsolt from ever finding a book on deep magic.”
“Potentially, she figured he’d be weaker after she did what she had to do, less capable of walking the path she saw him on. Then she’d be able to save the world from another danger.” Ilona stared into the distance. “I remember meeting her on several occasions, and she was always kind to me. She tried to convince Mother it was time to leave the library again.
“Only Mother didn’t want to leave it. She believed, or at least she told me she believed, Zsolt tried to kill us both, and she wasn’t going to put us both at risk again. Now I know she was a part of the Cult, I’m second guessing everything I thought was the truth. Now… I have no way of being certain of anything.”
“Zsolt didn’t try to kill you. I’m almost certain of that. He wasn’t happy to have a sibling, but the person I knew back then wouldn’t have done that. He was a child, and he believed Bet was using him as a scapegoat, when she was the one trying to get Aunt Evelin back to the library. It’s still hard to understand why Bet made the choices she did.”
Edric looked at each of us in turn. “This all comes back to Bet, one way or another. How she created the Council. How she made people believe whatever she wanted them to. It seems likely, from what I’ve learned about her, she could manipulate people with her magic, at least until you and Zero came along.” His eyes met with mine. “You didn’t let her convince you to join the Council alone. In the end, she decided it was better to have both of you than it was to not have you there at all.
“Why did she make that choice? Maybe she believed she’d have a better chance of being able to stop Zero, or maybe there was some other reason for the choice she made. Could this be exactly what she wanted from the beginning? The Cult and the Exiled coming up against the Council? Of course, that’s assuming she could see the future, to know what was coming, because her choices make me believe she didn’t.”
“Not everyone with deep magic can, as far as I know.” I glanced at Nate, who nodded, a sign he might not be able to do what Zsolt could. “I couldn’t, but Zsolt could, so I’m not entirely certain how it works. Whether it goes down bloodlines, or if each of us differs from the other. Unfortunately, we’re still trying to find the answers.”
“So, if we assume Bet didn’t know what was coming, it’s obvious she had a plan, even though it didn’t work. Potentially, she wanted to kill both of you and pin it on someone else entirely. Maybe a danger to the Council she created.”
“Anything’s possible with Bet’s plans. Not that I think they matter now. She’s dead.” I closed my eyes. “Unless… well, I used a ritual to make it possible for me to remember the lives I lived before. There’s no reason there aren’t members of the Cult who did something similar, rather than making themselves immortal. Bet might have done the same thing.”




Chapter 12: Beatrice

Zsolt paced from one side of the room to the other. When he was ready, he’d talk to me about what was bothering him. Finally, he turned to look at me. I was still struggling with how young he looked; how much he resembled the past. Immortality did that to you.
“The Cult have made their move. So far, they have control of eight towns, along with at least one city, with the possibility of others.” He gestured at the wall and a map magically appeared. “We know there are those who are still defending other cities in the Council’s name.
“Looking at where those towns are, it’s obvious that this is the Cult’s doing. They probably have other plans they’re working on at the same time.” With another gesture, the ley lines appeared. In the center of them all was the Academy. “Bet built the Academy where it is for a reason. I disagreed with everything she did, leading to what happened.”
“You killed her.”
“Along with the two other members of the Council she’d manipulated.” Zsolt shrugged. “I’m not going to apologize for what I did, Beatrice. I don’t regret the choice I made, because it was kill or be killed. Me… and Sable. Honestly, I think I resented her for wanting to kill Sable more. Getting between them meant Bet hadn’t changed the way Sable viewed the world, the way I’m certain she did with some others.
“Grandfather was one of the few people who saw her for who she was. Bet was dangerous. Mother, on the other hand, saw Bet as her savior, protecting her from the same death as her siblings, something I know you have a better understanding of now. How Grandfather became Bet’s scapegoat, because he was doing what he could to stop her.”
“Evelin left memories behind.”
“Memories I shared with Sable.” Zsolt stepped closer to his desk, eyes on mine. “She’s smart, so she will eventually realize what happened with Mother. Bet possessed very dangerous magic. Doing what she did could have killed Mother. Changing memories can damage a person in a multitude of ways, and Bet did it many times until Mother was the person Bet wanted her to be.”
“Could she have undone the changes Bet made?”
“No, Bet was too good for that. I’ve investigated what she did, trying to understand it in more detail, and I’m glad she was one of the last people capable of doing it. There was nothing Grandfather could do to change her, so worked against her.
“Unfortunately, Grandfather confided in the wrong person, and his misplaced trust gave Bet a chance to stop him. She painted him as the villain while she was the hero, doing what she could to save the world. That allowed her to convince her two fellow Council members to complete the ritual she crafted together. She told them it was the only way they could protect the world from the dangers of deep magic.
“Of course, back then, it was simply known as magic. There were those who were more powerful than others, like my family. It’s the same now, and those powerful families are almost always the ones with most of their children in the Academy. You were one of the odd ones out, because of who you believed your parents were, until you learned the whole truth.”
“Which is still something I struggle with.”
Silence followed my words. I waited to see how Zsolt was going to react to my words, because I’d been holding back. He went back to pacing, like how Rayner did when he was thinking. The two of them had been close before. Had one of them picked it up from the other?
“I understand.” Zsolt glanced at me, and I could see he meant those words. “Beatrice, I’ve been through similar experiences. Mother shared very little about her father, and what she did was mostly bad. So, when I learned he wasn’t who she told me he was, it was one of the most jarring experiences I’ve ever had.
“Mother’s lies weren’t ones she meant to tell, because Bet transformed her memories into something entirely different from the ones she would have had. For a while, Mother was helping Grandfather to put the ritual together because of her skill with ritual magic and sigils. I’m almost certain she’s the reason I’m able to do something similar, which I then passed on to you, which I’m certain was more luck than judgement.
“Learning Grandfather became Bet’s scapegoat, and Mother wasn’t strong enough to keep her own memories intact… there’s a reason I’m good at manipulating emotions. I understand the anger of the Exiled better than I understand almost anything else. The fury I felt, especially when Sable showed no interest in the two of us finding the truth together… I see the mistakes I made now, but the person I was back then didn’t see them as mistakes.
“As far as I was concerned, Sable lost herself back then, letting the Council influence her, which is why I was so unhappy when she started getting close to Devin and Rayner. I hated her having friends and hanging around them instead of me. Jealousy is a wicked thing, and I was consumed by it.
“Time changes everyone. You’re one reason I’m not who I was.” He almost smiled as he shook his head, the barest hint of it touching his lips. “I’d been told having a child changes a person, but I never thought it would happen to me. I couldn’t imagine it, but then again, I’m not too surprised by my inability to see beyond the blinkers I created for myself.
“When you were born, I knew it immediately. Your mother didn’t want me there. She was trying to pretend there was nothing between us so she could tell her fiancé the baby was his. When I turned up, she wasn’t happy, but she also knew better than to try kicking me out. The first time I held you, I could see who you were going to become.
“Leaving you was the only choice I could make. Checking on you regularly to make certain you were safe almost became an addiction until Ebony told me I had to stop. You needed to live your life without me hovering the whole time. She was right. Unless you were actively in danger, I kept my distance. I let you be who you were going to be.
“Seeing you again at the Academy… I should have told you the whole truth sooner rather than lie to you, but lies have been a part of my life for far too long. Being open with you meant letting myself become vulnerable, and I could never let that happen.”
Zsolt frowned. “I should have known better than to ignore the moments I believed were certainties. The two of us working against the Cult was a certainty, and it’s one I hate, because it puts you in danger. Only you were always going to be in danger, because I created the Exiled. Drawing Nathaniel in, albeit as something slightly different to the Exiled, while also transforming Brendan.
“You have every reason to hate me, Beatrice, the way I know both Nathaniel and Brendan do. Not trusting me is the logical thing to do, because I wouldn’t trust me if I was in your position. All I want is for us to get through this so we can complete the final ritual, to protect magic for good.”
“Explain to me why one of us has to die.”
“For the power.” Zsolt dropped into the seat opposite me. “You understand the reason it has to be when it is?”
“Both moons being full means all magic is more powerful than it would be otherwise, whether it’s a very basic spell or the most complicated ritual.”
“Good, then we’re starting in the place we need to be.” He drew a piece of paper toward him, grabbed one of his quills, and scrawled down two sigils. “How much power would this take?”
Looking at them more closely, seeing what they’d do, I shrugged. “Barely any. It wouldn’t even touch either of us.”
“Using it on the night we need to do the ritual?”
“We wouldn’t even notice we were casting a spell.”
“Build up from here.” Zsolt added more sigils to the paper, slowly crafting what looked like a ritual. “How about this?”
“It would be harder for me than it would for you, purely because you have more experience with deep magic than I do.”
“You’d be right. Place these on the leys.”
Zsolt’s map showed the leys. The Academy was the heart, yes, with most of them reaching it, but some didn’t. Standing, I moved closer to the map, and Zsolt joined me, keeping the paper where I could see it. “All of them?”
“Every single one. You need one at each end, with the Academy having a different form of ritual.”
I shook my head slowly as I realized. “One of us must give their strength to the other, as only the combined strength could accomplish this. When it’s done, the leys will be protected.”
“All magic will, for a while.” Zsolt put a hand on my shoulder. “I know you have an understanding of magic, Beatrice, because you spent some time in my library. You saw how the Cult came into existence. What I didn’t see, until it was far too late, was how magic was protected from those who tried to destroy it, and why it was things were going to be much more complicated for us.
“When I went there before I told myself I’d be able to find another way, and maybe I would have done had it not been for Sable. The Council, including Sable, were in my way, so I did what I had to do as an attempt to protect the leys, which caused far more problems than it could ever have solved. I killed Sable because she was in the wrong place at the wrong time.
“The first time this ritual was done, it was by a group of mages. It was something they could do without having to kill each other, but the protection was only going to last a certain amount of time. Now imagine that time has passed, with no one knowing what needs to be done, with the Cult keeping themselves hidden.”
“Bet was one of the Cult?”
“No, Bet was something else entirely. She was willing to use the Cult to get what she wanted, because they were similar enough to her, and she thought she’d be able to keep them from moving forward with their plans if she could remove all deep magic. It would never be enough for them. They were using them the same way she was using them. Eventually Marcel would have killed Bet, to make the changes he believed were necessary.
“She, however, is the main reason we’re in this position. Anyone who is born with deep magic now is weak. You are my child, which gives you an unusual strength. Sable held on to hers through her lifetimes, but doing what she did transformed it. Nathaniel is something else entirely, but I knew, because he was Rayner’s grandson, he could use deep magic if something changed.
“In time he will be who he should always have been, had Bet not stopped this from being possible. More than anything, I wanted you to have someone in your life who’d be able to understand you when I’m gone. Nathaniel will be that person. The house becomes yours when I die.”
“You keep saying when.”
“Like you said, one of us must give up their power for us to complete the ritual. Even if Sable and Nathaniel were to help, we still wouldn’t be strong enough. When this was first done, it took the power of every family who had magic. There were about a thousand people involved.”
I tried to speak, but nothing came out. Taking a deep breath, I tried again. “You think the two of us have enough strength to protect the ley lines when it took that many before?”
Zsolt gave a wry smile. “Either we make it happen, Beatrice, or the Cult wins. I’ve been gathering power from the Exiled who died, which is one reason I have nothing against you killing them. If things work out the way I believe they will, we may also have Fox there to help. As it is, though, we’re the ones with the most power, and we’re going to be the ones who have this weight on our shoulders.
“Our options are to save magic, or die trying. You already knew that, although you believed you were saving magic from me, rather than the Cult. Our task, for now, is to reduce the numbers of the Cult, because the more of them there are, the more complicated our task is going to be. Fortunately, I already have plans in place to make that possible.”




Chapter 13: Brendan

I followed Fox through the hallways of the main Council building as she tracked memories. I was supposed to be learning what it meant to be a null, but I didn’t want to leave her alone when I knew how much it took out of her before.
“I think this is where we need to be.”
We were near the top floor of the building after heading up three different flights of stairs, in a room that looked like it was a library. Fox kneeled on the floor, pressing her hand to it the way she had before. I moved closer to her, wondering how I’d started caring so much for her, especially with her previous links to Zero. She glanced at me. Her smile, so different from how it was before, gave me part of the answer.
“Bet called this room one of hers. She had another couple, including her bedroom, but this is where she spent most of her time. The memories are stronger here. From the feel of them, I think most people avoided this area after she did, although there is one other person who’s been here a lot.”
“Zero?”
Nodding, Fox closed her eyes. “He didn’t spend time here with Bet, which doesn’t surprise me. He only came after she died. Oh, that’s interesting. He tied her soul to this room until he left the Council for good, and then…”
Sensing her emotions in a way I hadn’t been able to before, I spoke up. “You don’t need to talk about it.”
“Yes, I do.” There was a growing strength in her voice. “Zero took her power from her, before sending her soul to wherever souls go after death. He told her she wasn’t going to have a chance to use it to harm other people again. There’s a hatred in his voice I don’t think I’ve ever heard before.
“He knew what she’d done to the ley lines. She took his future from him. Bet argued she’d done what was best for everyone, but Zero wasn’t able to see it. He was too lost in believing his grandfather was right. The two of them were wrong. She was saving the world from the darkness that was to come, the darkness that was going to take them all, and neither of them could understand.
“The way she’s speaking makes her sound a little insane. It’s as if what she’s been able to see or what she was shown in the past has set her on a different path. I don’t know exactly. Putting this into words is complicated, Brendan, but you need to pass this on to others if I can’t.
“Zero’s not the hero here, but from what I know of Bet, I can’t say she’s not the villain.” She stilled for a moment, as though something happened in the memory. “Bet’s gone, and Zero’s alone. He’s touching the floor in the same place I am.
“From what I can feel, I’d say he was strengthening the memories here, making it easier for someone who could do what I can to see what happened. He’s almost entirely emotionless, which isn’t unusual for him, and I know he hasn’t changed anything. He didn’t make himself seem different to how he was, as though he wanted someone to know exactly what he’d done to Bet.”
“More than once we’ve said there are reasons for what he’s done.”
“Yes, we have.” Fox breathed in deeply, connecting herself more closely to the room, something I knew she did to make it easier to see other memories. “Zero spent time here while Bet was a spirit, only he made it so no one knew she was dead. She also couldn’t tell them what he’d done. From the way she reacted to him when he entered, it seems like she was waiting for the time when he would finally free her.
“It was a punishment for the choices she’d made. He wanted her to feel the pain she’d caused others. Some of her memories are here too, from the time before she created the Council with her two friends. Not that I think she thought of them as friends. They were simply a means to an end, the same way the Cult was.
“Eventually the time would come when she’d have changed everything. Zero impeded those plans, so she decided to use Marcel to kill him, the same way she’d used Marcel to kill other people she wanted to get rid of through the years. The only person she’d ever protected from him was Evelin, her niece, who Bet saw as being her heir. That was provided Evelin could work through the guilt she felt.
“There guilt for accepting Bet’s help to save her from her father, because she knew the time was going to come when he’d kill Bet for her power. There’s something else here, too. Something…” She opened her eyes, looking at me. “Bet could change someone’s memories. She used the power to change Evelin’s memories.”
“How do you know?”
“Bet thought about her choices a lot after she died. How she should have stopped Evelin from having Zero in the first place, because then things wouldn’t have worked out the way they did. How everything would be different if Evelin hadn’t married Ambrose, but Bet didn’t want to control too many of Evelin’s choices, especially after changing so many of her memories. That decision eventually led to her eventual demise.
“Sable telling them she wouldn’t join the Council alone, she’d only do it if Zsolt was with her, led to Bet losing the only vote she’d ever lost. The other two members believed Sable was important enough for them to offer a position to Zsolt, even though Bet argued against it, because she didn’t have a case to prove it was a bad idea.
“At first, she thought she could keep them all safe, and she’s the one who… really?” Falling silent, Fox closed her eyes again, before shaking her head, laughing. “Realizing who Zero could be in the future, she was the one who manipulated his power until the darkness almost took him over entirely.”
Blinking, I sat down in the chair close to Fox, one I was almost certain Bet must have used in the past. “She did what?”
“Considering what we know, and how Zero was the person who killed her for planning his and Sable’s murder, she created her own fate. Along with ours.” Fox leaned back, taking her hand off the floor. She seemed less tired than she had done before. “I’m not sure if Zero knows what Bet did to him.”
“None of this would have happened had it not been for her.” I thought through everything Fox had shared with me up to that point. “We know Bet is the reason magic is the way it is now, because she believed, for reasons I still don’t think we know, it was necessary to protect the world from deep magic.”
“From what I can see, she seemed to be the greater danger. I think it might have been the reason she made that choice.” Fox stood, slowly looking around the room. “She knew what she was capable of, so she assumed anyone with the power she had would be the same, even though that’s not the case.
“From what I saw of Bet’s memories, her brother was someone who was working on a ritual to protect magic. Evelin’s father, the man she believed tried to kill her, who killed most of her siblings, along with his own null. Only Bet’s memories of him tell a very different story about the man he was.” Pressing one hand to the wall, she breathed in deeply again, reconnecting with the room. “I think I need to see more from Bet’s past.”
“Can you do that?”
“I have no idea.”
Before I could say anything more, I could feel Fox gathering her power. Carefully, not taking my eyes off her, I buffered it, not letting her body use more than it was capable of. Maybe what I’d needed to learn about being a null was from someone who used deep magic around me.
Nate had done the same, though. I’d never felt the same connection with him as I felt with Fox. Apparently, I was Sab’s balance, and here I was being the balance for someone else entirely. Could a null balance more than one mage? Was it something I could do when others were incapable of it, because of what Zero did to me?
With how Nate was transformed, it was possible I couldn’t be a null for him for that very reason. The two of us were something unusual. Something I was almost certain had never been seen before, and would probably never be seen again, especially if we could bring an end to Zero and his Exiled.
“She was the youngest of four siblings, with Evelin’s father being the brother she was closest to. They grew up with a father who seemed to focus almost solely on his eldest son, so it made sense the three younger ones ended up relying on each other.
“Her brothers’ help was the way she could find her null, something she didn’t believe would happen. Unlike her brothers, she was strong magically, so the way her father cared more about her elder brother hurt her, especially when she tried to show him what she was capable of. The lack of attention led to complications later, as her brothers built lives away from her.
“Losing them changed her. She at first tried to keep them close, not willing to let them go, until she was told it was time for her to do the same thing they had. She had her whole future ahead of her, but how was she meant to live her life without them? They both married, building their own families, and she felt alone and abandoned. That was the first time she felt true hate, an irrational animosity toward both their wives. Wives she later got rid of, only to find it was far too late.”
Fox frowned. “Her brothers had children, who they focused on as they worked through their grief, never once thinking their baby sister was responsible. Evelin got closer to her father, the two of them working together magically. That’s one reason I think Bet focused on Evelin, because it meant taking something away from her brother.
“As Bet became someone else entirely, using her power in ways she never could have imagined, she learned what her brother was doing. How he knew the time would come when the protections would fail, and that he was trying to find a way, with Evelin, to strengthen them. Only if he did, Bet was almost certain she’d never be able to find her way back to being who she was before.
“Working against him led to her gathering power in exactly the way she said her brother did. She was angriest at him, so she wanted him to hurt the most. That anger and jealousy led to her creating her own ritual, where she’d be able to save everyone from the danger of magic.”
“Bet killed people to gather power?”
Opening her eyes, Fox nodded. “Including her own null, and her brother’s, which didn’t help with her instability. She had completely lost control, unable to keep herself from making those dark choices. That’s why she told everyone that’s what her brother did, because she gave herself to the darkness as well - until her ritual was completed. From the memories, I think that was the first time she was sane.”
“How are you feeling?”
“I know what you did, Brendan.” Fox stepped closer to me, her eyes meeting with mine. “Even though I didn’t think I would be when I first delved so deep. I’m fine, and it’s entirely thanks to you. Was that part of being a null?”
“Possibly. I just did what felt right.”
“Aren’t you meant to be Sable’s null?”
“Zero said I was. Only this is something entirely new, Fox. He was relying on things he hadn’t tested to work, like Nate having deep magic when Bea dragged his soul back into his body. I don’t know if I’m linked to anyone right now, because there are so few nulls, and I wasn’t born like this.”
“Well, it doesn’t really matter why it worked.” Surprising me, she kissed my cheek. “Thank you for caring enough to help me. I appreciate it, Brendan.”
For a moment, I was stunned. Then, standing, I moved away from her, which made her narrow her eyes at me. Did she know what I was feeling? I didn’t know if having deep magic made someone more empathetic than the average person.
“You don’t need to run away from me.”
“Maybe not, but it’s not that long since Oak died, and I…” I almost laughed at myself. “There’s no reason for me to assume there’s anything here other than my emotions.”
“No, there’s not, and yet I think you can feel what I feel. At least a little. We’re connected, even if we aren’t meant to be.”
“It has to be your choice.”
“Understanding that is something I think I’ve finally done.” She stepped closer to me, standing on her toes. “You aren’t going to take the lead, the way Oak did, because you want me to be comfortable with this, after everything I’ve told you about my relationship with him.”




Chapter 14: Nate

Returning to the forest, following the path we believed would be the shortest route to the nearest Exiled, I looked at Edric again. Bea sending someone to make the journey with me was something I should have expected. Even though I was comfortable being alone, it was nice to have a companion.
“How can I help when we reach our first enemy?”
“Keep out of my way.” I shook my head. “That came out the wrong way.”
Edric laughed. “No, I get it. I’m nothing magically compared to you now.” He glanced at me. “I can feel the power coming off you, Nate. There’s no doubt you’re the right person for this task. Bea sent me for moral support, nothing more.”
“You’re more than moral support.”
“Am I?”
“Of course you are. When I say keep out of my way, it’s because I’m still learning how to control this kind of power. The last thing I want to do is accidentally hurt you in a crossfire. Considering what has happened in the past, I feel like one of the most useful things you can do is make certain they aren’t able to run.”
“Do you think they will?”
“Anything is possible. We don’t know how any of them will react to us being there. Oak, the last Exiled I killed, believed he could defeat me, so he had no reason to run. I don’t know if it was because he couldn’t feel how strong I was, or if he was too focused on getting Fox back.”
“Bea freeing her was something I didn’t know was possible.”
“Neither did we. She did what she could to help someone who obviously wanted to live a different life. As I was given another chance, I could hardly argue against Fox being given the same thing. Like always, Bea was right to make the choice she did.” Was I going to trust Edric? Bea did. She wouldn’t have sent him to help me if she didn’t trust him.
“Going home for a time was a good thing for me to do. It gave me a chance to see how things had changed, and knowing what was coming… well, it was best for me to get as much information as possible. The more we know, the better off we’re going to be, especially with the Cult. From what she said, I got the feeling she was looking for more information on them.”
“She is, with Zero.”
Edric raised an eyebrow as he almost tripped over a stray root. “You didn’t argue against it?”
“For now, we need her there. Zero’s the person who knows the most about the Cult. I honestly wasn’t happy about it, but it’s the right thing for her to do, especially as we have no reason to think he’s going to hurt her for now. He’s said more than once he needs her for the ritual. We’re still trying to understand why that’s the case, so she might learn something more from him about that, too.”
“Speaking of the ritual, I started spending some more time in the family library than I’ve ever done before. I honestly didn’t think I was going to find anything helpful.” Edric pulled a book out of his jacket. “Somehow, during all the destruction we know happened, this was saved, possibly by the very person who wrote it.”
He held it out to me, and I took it. “What is it?”
“The journal of a man who lived before the Council existed. It was hidden away, well enough I’m almost certain no one in my family has come across it in a long time. At first, I couldn’t believe it was real. How had it been in my family library for so long without it being destroyed?
“Bea was the first person I thought of to show this to, but with her busy, the next best person is you. The writer had deep magic, and, if I read it right, it seems he might have been friends with someone who was trying to protect the ley lines. I don’t think the Cult had been given a name at that point - there were just some people who knew about a group working against magic, who they knew would do anything in order to bring an end to it.”
Edric paused before continuing. “A couple of times a woman named Elizabet is mentioned, something I thought was interesting, and her growing mental instability, something they were trying to fix. They believed it had something to do with the abilities she’d been born with, because they were some of the most dangerous ones, at least according to what I read.
“Memory changes were mentioned, and how she tried to force changes on both their minds, so they’d remember what she wanted them to, only to find they were too strong for her. There was a point where she got away from the two of them, where he talks about trying to find her so she can’t harm anyone else. Unfortunately, I don’t think they managed to.”
“No, they didn’t.” I slipped the journal into my pocket. “This sounds like it’s going to help a lot.”
“Good. I was hoping it would.”
“Zero has said before he’s doing what he can to save magic, knowing what the Cult have been trying to do, and Fox has been delving into memories that have become woven into the very bricks of the Academy. She wanted to start on the Council buildings, which I’m sure Rayner will help her with. If she can confirm some of this, then it might prove Zero was telling us the truth, which is very unusual for him.”
“Sometimes you need to make the hard choices in order to help people. With how the Council’s been…” Edric shook his head. “I can’t believe I’m thinking about saying I understand some choices Zero made.”
“Honestly, Edric, I’ve been going round in circles about all of this for a very long time. I don’t agree with how Zero did things, but maybe he isn’t who we believe he is.”
“He needs other people to see him as the enemy, because it makes things a little easier on you.”
“The enemy of my enemy is my ally?” I thought about the Cult, and some things they did in the past. “As they tried to kill Bea, I don’t think that’s the case.”
“Unless it’s different with Bea.” Edric’s voice was thoughtful. “She, they know, has deep magic, which makes her a true danger to the world. They view her, along with Zero, as one of the few people who might stop them, so they must solve the problem of her being alive. You, on the other hand, are safe.
“Most people don’t know anything about how you’ve changed. That’s something I will keep to myself, because I’d rather nothing happened to you either, so your decision to go after the Exiled is one they can accept. It doesn’t mean you’re going to be safe later, when they try to destroy magic entirely, but, for now, they have no reason to put in the effort to kill you.”
“Sab’s probably more in danger.”
Edric nodded. “Possibly, but she’s also done a good job of hiding the truth about who she is from most people. There are very few who know her real identity as the cousin of Zero. That links her to deep magic, even if she’s not quite able to use it yet.”
“I hope you haven’t told anyone.”
“When I went home, I gave my family the least details I could, Nate. They didn’t need to know, and the Cult was something I worried about, because there was no way of knowing who might go back to them to tell them what I’d said. Learning my two closest friends were members of the Cult proved to me I was right to make the choices I did.”
“I am sorry about how things worked out.”
Edric frowned. “Looking back, there were signs, but it wasn’t anything I would have noticed. How, sometimes, they talked about the dangers of magic, and I thought it was something they simply wanted to bring up for a conversation. I think they were trying to see if they could convince me to join with them. Until I told them I was going to the Academy, when both had already turned down their invitations.
“Neither of them told me, though. When they didn’t make the journey with me, I was surprised, but by the time I made it to the Academy, I’d concluded it might be for the best. If it wasn’t something they were certain they wanted to do, then they shouldn’t push themselves.”
“Some people aren’t made for the Academy. It’s fine if that’s the case. Pushing someone to do something they don’t want to do is always the wrong choice.” Pulling the map out, I checked again for where the Exiled was, and we had at least another couple of days before we reached them. “Brendan should never have gone. Unfortunately for both of us, our parents were never be logical about that. They believed he had to go, to take the final place on the Council.”
“How’s he doing now?”
“Better than I thought he could.” I saw Brendan when he was in the communication crystal, talking about Fox with that glimmer in his eyes. “From the way he was talking before, I’m almost certain he has a thing for Fox, which is interesting, because there was never anyone in his life before. At least, not that I knew about. We probably weren’t close enough for him to tell me if there was someone.
“Our parents, more than once, told us there was no reason for us to think about marriage. Our focus had to be on our magic, and if we’d gone against that, they’d have disowned us. Well, they’d have disowned Brendan. I think I could have got away with things Brendan wouldn’t, had I not been entirely focused on trying to be better than him, which I thought would make them care about me.
“Now I can see things more clearly than I did back there. I knew there was no chance of it ever happening. I wish there were, and my parents could have been different people, but they weren’t. After all this time, I’ve finally accepted I would never be who they wanted me to be. Had things not happened the way they did, I’d never have met Bea, so it seems like it was for the best.”
“You wouldn’t be here, fighting the Exiled and the Cult.” Edric put a hand on my shoulder. “I’m glad you are, but, at the same time, I wish you weren’t.”
“Understandable. Being here… it feels right. Like I’m able to improve my life. Otherwise, I feel like I’d never have worked through the anger I felt at my parents and Brendan. I’d never have rebuilt my relationship with the brother I always used to wish I didn’t have.”
“I know what you mean.” There was a moment of silence as Edric dropped his hand. The two of us still moving through the trees, twigs crunching beneath us. “It’s complicated. There’s a part of me that wishes I didn’t know about any of this, and I could live a normal life, only I wouldn’t have a chance to change things.
“Being able to do something is better than not knowing. Yes, it means people I cared about have become people I don’t know any more, and everything I once thought I knew is different to how it was, but if I wasn’t a part of this, then I’d simply be waiting to see what happened next. There isn’t a normal any more. At least I don’t think there is.”
“Honestly, I don’t think there is, either.” I looked around the forest, somewhere I’d never spent as much time before, even when I was trying to keep my distance from the other Exiled. “Then again, it’s been a long time since my life was normal, Edric. I’m not normal now, thanks to Zero and Bea, but I’m a better person than I was before. Well, I hope I am.”
“You are better.” Edric glanced at me. “I remember what you were like the first time I met you, and you’ve changed more than I thought was possible.”
“The person I was then really didn’t want to be in the Academy again. The only reason I made that choice was because Zero threatened to kill me if I didn’t do what he wanted. Getting me to the Academy was more important than anything else, to him. This was always his plan. I understand it now.
“It doesn’t mean I’m going to forgive him. Bea might work with him, but I can’t.”
“Zero was always willing to have collateral damage to get what he wanted. We both know it. He might help us get rid of the Cult now, but there are a lot of reasons to never trust him.”




Chapter 15: Sab

Checking the map for what had to be the hundredth time, I studied Ilona. The whole time she’d been acting strangely, and I knew it was something I needed to be paying attention to. There was nothing on there, with Edric’s edits to tell us where the Cult were and to point out potential dangers, but I couldn’t help feeling there was something else.
Aunt Evelin was working with the Cult. Ilona, at the time, reacted the way I expected her to, and yet that didn’t mean she wasn’t doing what she needed to in order to stay close to us. Slowly, to see if she noticed, I let myself fall back. Maybe she was just feeling incredibly broken by the decision Aunt Evelin made, so she was taking the time to work through it.
Being in the library made it easy to keep our mind off things. It kept Ilona distracted from thinking about the choices Aunt Evelin made, or the lies she might have been told through the years. Maybe I’m letting paranoia get the better of me. Yet I kept falling back, letting her move further ahead of me, because she wasn’t paying attention to what I was doing.
Finally, glancing to one side, she stopped, realizing I wasn’t where she expected me to be. As she turned, even though it was a magic I hadn’t used in a long time, I wrapped an invisible veil of magic around me to hide myself from view. To begin with, I didn’t think it worked. Ilona seemed like she was staring right at me, but then she shook her head.
“Sab?” Ilona looked around frantically, the worry in her eyes obvious. I shouldn’t be hiding from her. I was her cousin, and she needed me to be there to support her. “Are you here? I can still sense you. Are you worried I’m like Mother, walking you into a trap set by the Cult, because that’s what someone might do in my position? Sab?
“You know me. I’m not her. They took me for a reason, and it’s because I told them no. Mother sent them to me, telling them they’d be able to convince me to join with them, only I wasn’t willing to. At least I think it had to be Mother. I don’t know how else they’d have had any idea where I was.”
Ilona paused, looking around again. “They asked me to help them with Bea. They wanted me to convince her to work with them to stop Zsolt, at a point when she didn’t know anything about my brother, and, honestly, I thought it was better for her. She’d have a chance to live her life more normally than the rest of us did. I never wanted her to be a part of this, even knowing she’s my brother’s daughter, because no one should have to deal with this.
“Every one of us has lived a very different life, thanks to Zsolt. He made choices none of us would have agreed with, and believes they were his only option, and he might be right. Could any of us have made those choices?
“Like we talked about before, it’s easier for someone who has deep magic to know where others with deep magic are. If there is someone in the Cult who can feel us, we might be in trouble. For now, I think we’re safe enough. I can’t feel anyone close by, and I have been keeping a watch for anything like that.
“I can feel Zsolt. That’s what I was preoccupied with, even though I probably shouldn’t have been. But he is still my brother. I hate sometimes how much I do still care about him, even though I’ve never met him. At least not in a way I knew for certain it was him. Some stories you’ve told me have made me feel even closer to him than I did before.
“Unlike anyone else, you knew him as a person. You knew him in a way I didn’t. A way I’m probably never going to know him. He’s going to die to Bea, and I sometimes hate her for being the one who’ll take him from me, as much as I accept it must happen. He’s been working toward something for as long as he’s been alive, and none of us knows exactly what it is, but the choices he’s made… they can’t be forgiven.”
“Maybe they can.” I didn’t let the spell drop yet. “There’s no way of knowing what might happen, Ilona. Be honest with me. I know I have no reason to think you might be working with the Cult. You’ve just been acting weirdly since we left the library, and I need to understand what’s going through your head.”
“Before I understood who the Cult really were, Sab, I thought about working with them. How maybe it was worth it, to save the world from my brother. Knowing what they truly wanted, I decided I couldn’t, because if magic fades from the world, it’s going to change everything. There were so many innocent parties that did not deserve that fate.
“The Cult doesn’t care. Not did Mother. She just wanted Zsolt dead, and I don’t know why exactly. There were times when we weren’t together. I didn’t need to always stay close to her, but the one thing I’m certain of is she didn’t leave the library. Until Bea asked her to, I don’t think she was ever going to.
“Unlike Zsolt and the Cult, I’m going to put those people first, even though I do not know who they are.”
Moving closer to Ilona, still with the spell wrapped around me, I studied her more closely. We knew the Cult were willing to use magic to get what they wanted. Could they have planted a magical tracker on her? I breathed in deeply, sinking deeper into my power, and that was when I saw it. Of course they did.
She might not have been willing, but they were still going to make her help them. Had Ilona told me before, I could have made certain the tracker was removed before we started moving. Instead, she kept that from me, possibly because of her not believing they’d do what they did. As they had, I needed to think before I decided about what steps I was going to take next.
Gently, carefully, I worked to remove the tracker before dropping it on the ground. That was when Ilona saw it. Stepping away from her, in case she tried to touch me, I watched as she kneeled to touch it. “Yeah, I knew that was there. I’ve been stopping it from sending out a signal. They didn’t think I’d notice, but I’m far more skilled than they’re ever going to be.” She set it to one side. “We could leave it here.
“I could set it to send out a signal again to bring them here. Then we can be long gone before they arrive.” She smiled in my direction, even though I was certain she didn’t know exactly where I was. “There is also the possibility of the two of us setting up a trap. Of course, as it hasn’t been sending out a signal up to now, there’s a chance they might not fall for it.”
“What kind of trap?” I finally dropped my spell, looking at the tracker. “There’s no reason not to use it, Ilona, even though I still wish you’d told me about it sooner.”
“There’s a part of me that wanted to, and a part of me that didn’t. I know how much Mother meant to you. Learning she was working with the Cult… you were as hurt as I was.” Ilona looked at the tracker. “It’s a sign she’s willing to harm both of us in order to get what she wants. Not that I’m certain what she thought she was going to get out of following the two of us.”
“Us. Two mages who can use deep magic out of the way. She might believe the Cult want to help us, get us out of danger, because we’ve went after the Exiled, but the reality is they need to stop us. I doubt they’d kill either of us at this point. They still need Aunt Evelin working with them.
“Eventually, they’ll go through with their plan, and it probably will end both our lives. Aunt Evelin will die too, something I think she cares about less after all this time. By choosing to work with the Cult, she’s actively working against us, even if she doesn’t believe that’s the case.”
Ilona sighed. “I keep trying to accept that. Mother chose the Cult over all the children she raised. There’s no reason for me to feel anything for her any longer, but I still wish I could change her mind.”
“Hence the trap.”
“She might not come. I don’t know.” She looked around where we were, and it was the perfect spot for us to set up a trap for the Cult. “Will you help?”
“Of course I will.” For the first time, I pulled Ilona into a hug. “Next time, just tell me. I know it’s hard. Nothing about any of this is easy, but if you’re open with me, it’ll make everything much easier.”
“I am sorry. You’re right. I hate it. I just… it hurts, Sab.”
“Trust me, I know. Having been on the receiving end of something like this, when Zsolt killed me, I understand how much it hurts, and I still haven’t forgiven him. I don’t think I’m ever going to. At the same time, I think I’m beginning to understand his choices better than I did back then.”
Before Ilona set the tracker to transmit, we worked to build the trap, using sigils I barely remembered. It made the most sense to use deep magic - and an old form of it, one neither of us thought Aunt Evelin would know. When it was done, we both made our way up two of the nearby trees, close enough to see when the Cult members arrived. Soon, they came into view.
It was a relatively large group, without Aunt Evelin. I didn’t need to look at Ilona to know she was disappointed. Part of me was too. They weren’t going to put her at risk. As the trap wrapped around them, we stayed in the trees, waiting to see what would happen next, because we knew some of the Cult had magic. It was possible some members in the trap did.
“Well, I guess we should have expected this from the two of you.” The speaker seemed more amused than worried. “Evelin sent us to help you. She said you were going after the Exiled, and she didn’t want the two of you out here alone doing that, however capable you might believe you are. You’re going to be coming up against some of the most dangerous mages currently alive.”
Neither of us said anything. I don’t know if he thought we would, because he seemed to wait for a response. There was also a chance he was trying to find us, but we made sure there was no chance of that happening. Finally, stepping closer to the sides of the trap, he shook his head.
“I’m assuming that means you don’t want our help. You think you know who we are, and exactly what we’re doing, so you have no reason to trust us, any more than you should trust Zsolt. Yet, if we’re to understand correctly, it seems Beatrice has been willing to work with him more than once. He’s turned you against us, without you understanding why it is we exist.
“Again, this isn’t a surprise. It’s normal. You believe, because of Zsolt, we’re actively working against magic, when that’s not the case at all. The ley line damage done before was entirely Zsolt’s doing. He’s always been working against magic, which is why Bet tried to stop him before, only to fail due to him being stronger than she imagined.”
Everything he was saying I’d heard before. One person trying to turn us against the others, but I knew for certain my parents had been killed by a member of the Cult, leading to me being raised by Aunt Evelin and Uncle Ambrus. There was no reason for me to believe him or to leave the tree.
“You are listening, right? That’s enough for me right now, because it means I have a chance of getting through to you. I doubt you left, probably waiting to see if Evelin came, but I told her it was safer for her not to. We had no reason to trust the two of you, and it seems I made the right choice, which also means she’s out there somewhere to call for help.”
“Go right ahead.” Ilona laughed. “Mother won’t be able to break the trap.” She started moving, but I stayed where I was, wrapping more magic around me. “It was made using a form of deep magic she’s long forgotten, and you’ll be in there until the magic slowly fades, which it will do because we built the trap from the earth. Magic always returns to where it came from.”
“It does. Your mother told us a lot about you, Ilona, and about Sable too. How you’ve spent most of your life living in the library, while Sable’s gone from one life to the next, focused on stopping Zsolt. That’s what we want to do too. You might not believe it, but the entire reason we exist is Zsolt.”




Chapter 16: Beatrice

Crawling along the ground, making use of the undergrowth to keep us hidden, I kept close by Zsolt, hoping whatever magic he’d used to hide the two of us worked. We were much closer to one of the Cult towns now, and it was somewhere he said Evelin could be. I figured she was out in the world, searching for Ilona and Sab, which was something I hoped they were prepared for.
Zsolt glanced back. “You good?”
“I hate everything about this.”
He laughed. “Unfortunately, we sometimes have to do the things we hate in order to progress.”
“Surely you already know everything about the Cult.”
“No, I don’t. I know about them as they were, not as they are now, and this is an interesting change.”
“What do you mean?”
“This isn’t something I’ve seen before, Beatrice. I wasn’t entirely expecting them to come out of the shadows and stage a coup, so I want to understand why they have. I suspect there’s someone in control who wants to change things.”
“Evelin?”
“Unlikely, but possible.” We started moving again vigilantly, edging nearer to the town. “Being here gives us the best chance of seeing the Cult members.”
Silence seemed like the best response, because I knew nothing I said was going to make any difference. He’d decided I needed to learn more about the Cult, so I was there, crawling around in the dirt, wishing I was literally anywhere else.
“You know how dangerous the Cult are.”
“Get out of my head, Zsolt.”
“I don’t need to be in your head to know what you’re thinking. You believe this is pointless when it’s necessary reconnaissance. Had things been different, I’d have sent one of the Exiled to do this. As your allies are currently out hunting them…”
“With your blessing.”
“This is now a task we must do, and I never said otherwise. Otherwise, you wouldn’t be here now, would you? You’d be out there with them, doing what you had to in order to stop them, rather than watching the Cult with me.” Zsolt gestured for me to move forward, so I was next to him. “We have always done what needs to be done.”
“Always?”
“You’re new, yes, but from the beginning, you’ve made the best choices you can, wanting to save the world from those who wish to harm it. At this point in time, it’s the Cult.”
“Knowing the Cult, they’d probably blame all of this on you.”
“Probably.” He smiled. “I assume a group of them left earlier this morning with Evelin. They probably thought they could track Ilona and Sable. I don’t doubt for a moment they were wrong, so now Ilona and Sable have trapped them in a circle of magic, while the Cult tells them all about the reason they exist, without once touching on the truth.”
“How do you know this?”
“Beatrice, I’ve been watching the Cult closely for a long time. I almost always know what they’re doing. It’s best for us to watch for a while.”
Falling silent again, I watched as people walked through the town. I knew from the way Zsolt was acting there was something he wanted me to see, or, more likely, someone. Potentially Devin or Rayner. He said more than once he didn’t think Rayner was working with the Cult, and I could only hope he was right.
The longer I lay there, the more uncomfortable I became. It was to be expected, but that didn’t make it any easier. Yet I knew I shouldn’t move. That might draw attention toward us, even with the spell Zsolt used to hide us seeming to work well enough. I was beginning to think it was a test to see what he could put me through.
Just as I was planning how I was going to get Zsolt to let me leave, I saw who he wanted me to see. It was no surprise it was a member of the Council; one I barely knew. I blinked. “Is that Ebony?”
“She thinks I don’t know, but when I put the pieces together, it was something I should have expected.”
“You saved her from the Cult.”
“I did, a very long time ago. The people we were then, Beatrice, aren’t the people we are now, and Ebony’s been working with the Cult for the last couple of decades, one way or another.”
“How are you so calm about this?”
“When I found out, I wasn’t. I could easily have killed her. Then I decided I was going to use her, and her allies.”
“Why?”
Zsolt rolled onto his back, staring up at the trees above us. “I have my theories, but I’ve never asked her, and I’m never going to. There’s at least one other Exiled who’s been working with her. Until more recently, I thought it was Fox. Then it turned out she simply wanted a way out of the contract, which wasn’t something that crossed my mind. It should have done.
“Isobel McLaughlin was a young woman who disappointed her family by not being good enough. She was never angry with them, and I normally didn’t choose people who weren’t angry, because the anger was what I could use the best. Instead, Isobel was sad. Her heart was broken, because her parents didn’t love her the way she was.
“Honestly, I thought she’d say no. She’d tell me she didn’t want to be one of the Exiled. When she said yes, I accepted her signature on one of my contracts, half assuming she was going to end up dead, but then Oak took a shine to her. Valerian Constantine, who saw his chance to rebuild the life he was always meant to have, with a McLaughlin. She saw him as her safety, and he did exactly that.
“Like the others, Valerian was filled with anger and rage when I offered him a place with the Exiled. Until Fox entered his life, he was focused on becoming my second in command, even though most people knew defeating Ebony wasn’t going to be possible, and then he stopped. All he cared about was her.
“Seeing the love he had for her, I thought they would both turn against me. Instead, Isobel asked you for help, while Oak, not understanding why she’d walked away, fought you to get her back. Only it didn’t work out the way he hoped it would.”
For a moment, I stared at him. “You wish the same thing happened to you.”
“Of course I do. I may not seem like it, but I am like everyone else. Falling in love… well, it was never to be. There was a time when Dana thought I was in love with her, and she was jealous of all the time I spent with Rayner. In reality, I was using both of them. I think Dana eventually came to terms with that, especially when I gave her a dragon, but it turns out I was probably wrong.
“Unsurprisingly, the time came when she hated me too, choosing the Cult over me. I always knew the time would come. I never truly trusted her. Out of everyone around me, you’re the only one, Beatrice, who knows everything I know about the ritual. Sharing that with Ebony was something I would have done eventually, but now I can’t.”
“Why are you trusting me with this?”
“You need to know, more than anything. Ebony working against me doesn’t mean she’s working against you. Some people who work with the Cult believe the lies they’re told, about how magic won’t be taken from the world entirely, so they’ll still be those who can use it.”
“Ebony’s not that stupid.”
“No, she’s not. I think she believes it’s the only way to free her soul from the contract, even though you’ve proven otherwise, and that’s led her to here. If there is no magic, I can’t keep her soul from moving on. There’s also a chance there won’t be any souls. I don’t know.”
“She doesn’t think I can break her contract?”
“Honestly, I don’t think she believes you broke Fox’s.”
“Did I break Fox’s?”
“Yes, you did.” Zsolt rolled onto his side so he was looking at me. “I wouldn’t lie to you about that. Isobel is free to live her life however she wishes to now. Honestly, I think it’s going to be good for her, because it’s going to give her a chance to see who she could always be. Did you know that all the people I chose to become one of my Exiled had the potential to use deep magic? Including Isobel. From what I’ve been feeling, I think she’s worked it out for herself.”
“Breaking the contract helped?”
“I’m certain it did. Magic like that… it’s complicated, and, as I’m sure you could tell, very dark. It’s not the kind of magic I’d suggest anyone ever use. I did, because I didn’t care. Ebony helped me to write them. She told me it was needed, and I’m not surprised she wants a way out.”
“Could I break Ebony’s contract?”
“Probably. You’re strong enough to, but, like I said, I don’t think she believes you can, even though you’ve done it before. When she looks at you, she sees another of my puppets, which is understandable. Choosing to learn from me didn’t help her opinion of you. She thought you’d keep your distance, like any sensible person would, only for you to ask her to help you find where I lived.
“Back before we both left the Council together, I told her I could never be the man she wanted me to be. I could never love her the way she deserved to be loved.
“When she told me she didn’t need love, I should have known she was lying to me. I think I did, but I ignored what I knew. This is obviously coming back to bite me, considering the choices she’s now making. Going against me to work with the Cult is something that put you in danger, and I’ll never forgive her for that.”
“You saved me.”
“Barely.” Zsolt shook his head, eyes on mine. “Ebony made her choices, so now she must live with them. You could break her contract. I have nothing against it if you do. Either way, she will pay for betraying me, and for telling the Cult where you were when you were a child, giving them a chance to kill you.”
“Ebony told me you wouldn’t let her kill Fox.”
“At the time, it didn’t make sense. The others were pushing for her to be gone, because they knew she wasn’t truly one of the Exiled, and I told them my decision was final. Ebony was angry with me. She’s been trying to be your ally, so you’ll trust her, because if you do, she’ll be able to convince you to work with her. Or at least that’s how she assumes things will go.”
“Doesn’t she know I’m never going to work with the Cult?”
“Oh, you won’t know she’s working with the Cult. This is something I did to keep you safe, Beatrice. Like I said, I’m going to need you in the end. We need each other, however much you might hate that.”
“Zsolt, I don’t hate it. Nor do I don’t hate you. There were times when I did, and I’m not going to say I trust you, but this seems to be something you did for the right reasons.”
“Mostly, I wanted to see how you were going to react. The Cult are invasive. In the time they’ve existed, they’ve made themselves a place everywhere they can. When the time comes to end this, it’s possible you might have to fight someone you care about. Someone you don’t believe could be one of the Cult. I want you to be as ready for that as you can be.”
“I already am.”
“Yes, you probably are.” He rolled back into his stomach, looking back out into the town, his eyes more on Ebony than anyone else. “Dealing with her will have to be done at the right time.”
“How do you want me to deal with this?”
“Do whatever you think is best, Beatrice. You could even tell her you know. I’m fascinated to see how things will play out as we move forward. She knows the time is coming, and she believes I don’t know yet how the ritual’s supposed to work when I do. What I need right now is the right number of people to sigil the ends of the ley lines, which will probably mean trusting those I don’t want to.”
“Including Rayner.”
“A long time ago, I thought about apologizing to him for everything I did. I couldn’t imagine saying the words, but if there’s anyone I want to say them to, it’s him. He deserves them more than anyone. The one person I might have been able to fall in love with.
“Living with our choices is hard sometimes. Never let Nathaniel go. I know you love him more than you ever thought you could love someone. However much he hates me, I know I made the right choice. I know bringing him into this time to be with you was the only logical option, because otherwise I’d have had to kill him, in the hope you’d both be alive at the same time.”
For a few seconds, all I could do was stare at Zsolt. “You have a strange idea of logic.”
He laughed, preparing to move away from the town. “To you I probably do, Beatrice, but seeing how things worked out, I don’t see the decision I made as a mistake.”




Chapter 17: Brendan

Rayner and Devin sat on the other side of the table. Fox spoke the most, explaining what she’d been able to learn to the two of them. I sat silently, not really having anything to add. She’d done the work. All I’d done was help to guide her power, which kept her from needing to sleep for two days.
“Brendan helped more than he realizes.” Fox shot a glance at me as I raised an eyebrow. “No, I can’t read your thoughts, but I know why you haven’t said anything. We’ve spent enough time together.” She turned back to Devin and Rayner. “Having a null there kept me from channeling the power too fast.
“It’s complicated to put into words. When he started, I knew what he’d done, and it was as though he took some of the power I’d gathered to go deeper into Bet’s memories as a reserve until I needed it. There was a connection between the two of us already, slowly building when we were spending time together, so it makes sense he could do it. However, it does point to us still needing to learn more about nulls.”
“Zero said Brendan existed to be Sable’s null, as she came back into her power.” Devin’s eyes went from me to Fox. “The fact he’s able to help you potentially points to two possibilities - as a created null Brendan’s able to connect with more than one person at a time, or Zero wasn’t planning on something like this happening.”
“Knowing Zero, I don’t believe it’s the latter. He planned for everything, Devin. We believe he chose those he knew had bloodline links to deep magic, giving us the potential to use it if something about us changed. Bet, we know, put a block on magic, with the help of her two fellow Council members.
“What we don’t understand is exactly what the block is, and why there are some who could work around it. Like Zero and Bea. Bea, we know, was born with the ability, so that explains her being able to get around the block. As she grew into her power, she could somehow mitigate it. Zero was the same, along with Sable. Then there’s Nate. He was transformed when Bea pulled his soul back in to his body.
“Considering what we know about the contract, and how it was so tightly wrapped around my soul, I believe something similar happened to me when Bea broke it. When she did, she changed me, in ways I think Zero would have expected from the moment he understood exactly who she was.
“Having seen Bet, and more of Zero, there’s something… both have a darkness to them. Bet’s was mitigated in some ways when she completed the ritual, but it was still there. She still killed those who could use deep magic, believing it was the only way to keep the world safe.
“Bea, on the other hand, is light. Entirely. I don’t understand it fully, considering the family we believe she’s from. Her soul shines. When I was with her before, I couldn’t tell exactly what it was I was seeing. Now… well, I’m starting to understand what abilities I have. One of them appears to be seeing souls.”
Devin shared a look with Rayner, who shrugged, probably because they both know as much about deep magic as the other. “Seeing souls?” Rayner studied Fox, seeming more fascinated than worried. “Tell me what that means when you’re in the room with the three of us.”
For a few seconds, Fox was silent. I could see from her face she was thinking through how to put the explanation into words. Describing the magic we’d never known about before wasn’t an easy task. Being a null, I was only just working out how to explain what I did when I helped her. The ability to draw her power into myself something I’d believed was possible, although I couldn’t be certain until it happened.
“Something like this is hard to put into words. I’m sure you understand.” Both Devin and Rayner nodded. “We know everyone has a soul within them. The two of you used a ritual that basically makes you immortal, tying your soul into your body, stopping you from ageing from the time you accepted the offer to become members of the Council.
“Making that decision has had an effect on both your souls.” Fox tilted her head to one side, eyes on Devin as she did. “You’re both light, which is part of the reason I think the two of you were chosen, because you balanced out Zero and Sable. Having balance in the Council would have been one of the more important things.”
“What do you mean by balancing out Sable? She wasn’t dark.”
“As much as I hate to tell you this, Devin, Sable, even as she is now, is darker than she is light. I’m sure she’d be willing to back me up if she was here. That’s not a bad thing. Darkness is necessary. Without it, things wouldn’t be how they should be, which is part of why the Cult’s so dangerous. That, however, is me getting ahead of myself.”
Nodding, Rayner put a hand on Devin’s arm. “You know Sable would understand. Magic is all about balance, and she was Zsolt’s cousin. The two of them were close, until Zsolt learned more about who he was, leading to the two of them arguing. She followed a different path from then, but she was still willing to kill Zsolt, because she believed it was the only option, while the two of us were arguing for her to think about another option.”
“Her choice led to her death.”
“In part because she wasn’t ever strong enough to kill Zero, but mostly because she was too similar to him. It’s why Bea had to be different, otherwise this wouldn’t work, because the two of them must balance each other out.” Fox stood, stepping over to a board on the wall. “We know whatever ritual it is, if Zero succeeds, will undo what Bet did.” She started drawing sigils on it I’d never seen before. “They must use a form of deep magic to undo the damage of deep magic.
“This is something I’ve put together since I learned what Bet did, to better understand what possibilities there are with the ritual Zero has created. Some of us have reason to believe Zero wants control over magic, which is entirely possible, whatever he might have said to Bea. He needs her to work with him for this to be possible.
“Now, another of the things I’ve understood is how things were before. Zero talked about his grandfather’s ritual when he was with Bet, something he might even have been doing on purpose. I know he strengthened the memories in that room. Had he not, I don’t know if I could have done what I did. The reason for his choice is probably complicated.
“When I think about Zero now, I don’t see a person who’s a cut and dried villain. He truly wants to stop the Cult. We have to believe he’s never told the whole truth to anyone, so it’s possible he could use Bea’s power to gain control of magic entirely, which is technically possible. It’s going to take everything he has, along with a lot more. Hence the decision he made the create the Exiled, his alternate Council, who signed contacts that meant our souls would be his if we died.
“Exiled killing Exiled never bothered him, because he knew it would add to his power. The stronger he is, the better chance he has to being able to take control. Of course, he’s probably telling Bea he’s ready to die, which is something I don’t believe she’s just going to accept, even though it is possible.”
Rayner leaned back in his chair, looking at the sigils on the board, as Fox added more of them. “I know them.” He stood, stepping closer to it. “Zsolt used them. There was a notebook he had he kept on him almost constantly, and a couple of times I saw what he was writing. Every time, rather than getting angry with me for daring to look, he asked me what I could see. I knew it was a test.
“Telling him I couldn’t see anything seemed like the right option. I could see something within them, but it never truly came clear. Had I been given more time, it might have done. I don’t know. Sometimes… I loved him, knowing I shouldn’t. Knowing he would never see me the way I wanted him to. It was hard.
“Being tested… after he left, I wondered if I told him I could see something, I’d have been the one joining him, rather than Dana. I never talked about it to anyone. Mentioning Zsolt, as he slowly became Zero, became harder than anything else, even with Sable and Devin. Devin never liked him to begin with, so it would have been Sable, but she was so angry I didn’t want to make things worse than they already were.”
“Of course I didn’t like him, Rayner. Even then, I could see how he was trying to be in control of everything.” Devin sighed. “I wish I could have done more to protect you and Sable from him, but, like you said, you were in love with him, which was obvious to me and Sable. Sable was his cousin, so she kept trying to get me to give him the benefit of the doubt.
“Leaving the Council was the best thing he could have done. People are still giving him the benefit of the doubt, talking about him as though he’s a misunderstood hero who used his darkness to do what no one else could have done. That’s not who he is, and it’s not who he ever was.”
Both Fox and Rayner looked at Devin. I didn’t, more interested in how Rayner was going to react than anything else. “Do you really think that’s what we’re doing, Devin? I get it. You were always jealous of him, because Zsolt had the freedom to do whatever he wanted, without stopping to think if it was going to affect how he was viewed. Something you cared about a lot.”
“Rayner…”
“Let me finish.” Rayner stepped closer to the table again, eyes on Devin’s. “He still doesn’t care. Why would he? He’s getting what he wanted, the way he so often did. People are still trying to understand him, talking about the different reasons he might have made the choices he did, and, yes, we are talking about the possibility he might not be entirely evil.
“Zsolt is a person. Zero is a construct. We know that better than anyone else, because we knew Zsolt. You didn’t like him. I was the fool who fell in love with him. Sab… I don’t know quite how she fitted into that mess. Being Zsolt’s cousin wasn’t a decision she made. If they hadn’t lived together, maybe she would have felt the same way you did about him… or maybe she’d feel how I did. There’s no way of knowing.”
Rayner frowned. “He created Zero to do what he believed needed to be done, regardless of whether he was right or wrong. We can’t go back to change what was. This is how things are now, as much as I wish they weren’t, in part because of the choices we all made. It’s not as though we couldn’t have done more to get the Council to do more. I’m their leader, and now I can’t get them to decide about anything, with them too busy arguing with each other about what should be done.
“With the Exiled, there isn’t an alternate Council. That isn’t why Zero created them. He didn’t need a Council, he needed followers, so he did what he had to do in order to get them, leading us to where we are now. To a man who may or may not regret some choices he made through the years.”
“A man who may be our only chance of being able to stop the Cult from destroying magic entirely, because his bloodline goes back to the original protectors of magic, which is what his grandfather was working on when Bet turned against him. Her own mental instability turned her into someone she probably hated, yet that didn’t stop her from walking that path.” Fox moved to stand beside Rayner. “Zero turned me into one of his Exiled.
“I know he never cared about me. I know the fact I have deep magic is probably entirely due to what he did to me, and how Bea could break the contract. Without the two of them, we wouldn’t be where we are now. He has the strength to save magic. Bea has the strength to stop him from taking control.
“Our task is to make certain the Academy is here for them when they make it, and not let our own emotions get in the way of letting Zero take part in doing what needs to be done. We must trust Bea. She’s the one who was always going to have this weight on her shoulders, so fighting with each other isn’t going to help, because right now I think there’s another task we’re going to have to do.” She turned back to the board. “Bet wasn’t protecting magic.
“The Cult damaged the ley lines on different occasions. Zero used to gather some of us to help him when it happened, so I believe him when he says he wants to save magic. Whether it’s for selfish reasons is something we have yet to determine. Each time, he talked about how much easier it would have been had we been able to work at both ends.
“Protecting magic…” She gestured, and the board turned to show a map revealing the ley lines. “It means a ritual that would normally have been done by many people. There are very few of us now, especially with the deaths of the rest of the Exiled being necessary. I’m certain Zero will use their souls to send them to some of the more dangerous lines, making it possible for them to help us. Other than that, we’re going to have to work with him.”




Chapter 18: Nate

Brendan leaned back in his chair. “You’re certain?”
“Yes, I am.” Fox sighed. “I was in the same position as you, Nate. Bea breaking my contract made all this possible. We all ended up where we needed to be. You’re always going to be more of a fighter than I could ever imagine being, so being the one to connect with the memories of the buildings makes sense.”
“Could they have been placed there for you to find them?”
“No, not in a way that seemed as natural as they were, because they were memories layered on memories.” As Fox tapped her fingers on the table, I l glanced at Brendan, who was gazing at her. That sparkle was still in his eyes. Hopefully, the two of them could build a future together when we’d dealt with Zero. “We’re all struggling at times to explain things, and how we know them.
“Knowing what I do doesn’t entirely make sense, yet there’s a part of me that thinks we’re all back to undo the damage that was done in the past, that we’d lived different lives before where we failed to do what needed to be done. Zero is a different matter entirely, and I still can’t trust him, but I know he didn’t place those memories where I could find them.
“He strengthened them. At some point, he learned about memory magic and maybe assumed the time would come when someone would go searching for them, or there’s a chance he even saw one of us there. I don’t know if it was me, or someone else entirely. What I am certain of was that there were memories deeply embedded into the bricks building the room, from a time before Zero was in there.”
“All of them Bet’s?”
“The majority. Later, there were more of Zero’s memories after he killed her, which I think was when she could no longer embed her memories into the bricks. It’s something I’m still working through to understand better, but it seems like the most logical explanation, because dying meant she wasn’t physical any longer. She wasn’t connected to the world in the same way.”
Closing my eyes, I went back to the moment I woke in my body. I didn’t remember anything about what happened while I was journeying to wherever it was souls went when the body died. Sometimes I thought I had dreams about it, only they faded quickly, like it wasn’t something I was supposed to remember.
Opening my eyes once more, I shook my head. “I think death is more complicated than we can fathom, and maybe it’s for the best.”
“You’re probably right.” Fox smiled. “I wish I had different news for you.”
“I hate to say it, Fox, but this was exactly what I was expecting.”
“Why?”
I frowned. “Zero always had a reason for what he was doing. We knew that from the beginning. As much as I wish it wasn’t the case, I believed him when he said he was doing what he had to in order to save magic. Hating him would be easy, in a lot of ways, due to what he did to me and to Brendan. Pretending it doesn’t have an effect would also be wrong. Knowing Bea’s there with him is unsettling.
“Magic, to him, is more important than anything else. I still don’t believe he’s choosing this path for the right reasons, or that he’s going to do anything other than use Bea’s power to take control. He says the right words to the right people, because that’s what he’s always been good at. This is no different. He needs us to work with him.”
“Being the one with all the knowledge makes it much more likely he’s going to get what he wants.” Brendan put a hand on Fox’s for a moment. “What we’ve learned doesn’t help us create a ritual that will both undo the damage Bet did and protect the ley lines from the Cult. Needing him to put this together adds to the complication.”
“It’s the only option we have.” He turned back to me. “I don’t trust Zero either. He used both of us. Even though we’re beginning to understand it, I still don’t believe we know everything. He said he created me to be Sab’s null, only for me to build a connection with Fox instead.”
“Nulls are something we still need to learn a lot more about, Brendan, and with there being only one of you, it seems possible you might need to take that task on for multiple people.”
“Possibly, but I never connected with you, Nate, and you were summoning magic in ways I couldn’t quite believe you could do.”
“That’s because my link is with Bea.” Brendan raised an eyebrow. “It’s complicated, and has a lot to do with dying.”
“You can’t be nulls for each other.”
“They can.” Fox shrugged. “I don’t know how I know, but I know, so I’m going to put this down as something to do with the possibility I’m here to help.”
“I’ll take it.” I glanced over at where Edric had returned to the clearing, giving me a nod. “Time for me to go. I appreciate you giving me an update. Contact Bea, and let her know what you know.”
Both of them stared at me for a moment before Fox nodded. “I get it. Testing Zero.”
“Considering what we know, I don’t think we have a choice right now.” I stood. “Be careful. If you learn anything else you think I need to know, then don’t hesitate to get in touch.”
“We won’t.” Fox gave me one last smile. “Good luck, Nate.”
Brendan grinned. “Good luck, little brother.”
Not giving me a chance to growl at him for calling me ‘little brother’, Brendan cut communication between us. Slipping the crystal into my pocket, I joined Edric. He’d been keeping watch on our Exiled, to make sure he wasn’t about to disappear on us, and it seemed he was about to move again.
“You ready?”
Edric shrugged. “The wards are in place. All we can do is see what happens next. We know we’re coming up against the Exiled, so there’s a chance they may go straight through them.”
Falling silent, we headed for the cottage the Exiled was hiding in, somewhere I had a feeling was linked to the family he’d left behind. It seemed like we all connected with our pasts at some point, although it was for different reasons. With him it was possible he was there to reclaim what he believed was stolen from him, by a family who viewed him as not being good enough, something far too many of us had been through.
I saw the reason Edric decided it was time to move, because the Exiled was outside the door, bag on his shoulder, looking at the map. The wards had been set since we found him. Getting through them was something I was certain some of the Exiled could do, so, rather than holding back, I gathered my power, using it to nudge the Exiled toward the door of the cottage.
He felt the magic, but he couldn’t stop it. Walking toward him, seeing the flicker of fear in his eyes, I took the map out of his hands. “Nathaniel.” He breathed in deeply. “We knew you were after us, along with Beatrice and Sable. This… I did what I had to do, the same way you did.”
“Until I walked away from Zero entirely.”
“An easy decision to make, but not so easy to put into action.” He glared at me. “Not all of us have friends who can do what Beatrice did.”
“We don’t. Are you asking me to help you, because I can get you in contact with her?”
“Do you really think we don’t know she’s working with him?” The glare became genuine fury. “We all understand she’s chosen to stand with him rather than with us, the people he used, now that she feels it is in her best interest.”
Either he was the person who had links to Cult, or the Exiled who did tipped him off. “Bea is there for a reason.”
“Yes, of course. She’s like all the others. She wants the power he can offer her, the power we believed we were going to gain by standing with him, until he didn’t need us any longer.” He pulled himself away from the door of the cottage, gathering his own power. “Bea’s taking away everything we fought for our whole lives. I was chosen centuries ago and was told we’d change the world.
“Now that we finally can, he’s too busy playing happy families with his daughter, the two of them planning to control everything.” His magic wrapped around me, pulling tight. “You’re right there with the two of them, aren’t you? You were chosen by Beatrice as her partner, so there’s no way you aren’t, when you’re the good guys, working alongside the Council.”
“The Council doesn’t know what Zero does. We’re using him the same way he’s using us.”
Doubt flickered in his eyes. He didn’t believe me, and I didn’t expect him to. The surrounding magic tightened around me. He was trying to suffocate me, something that would normally have worked, but I wasn’t like anyone else he’d fought. Without moving, I broke it, sending the scattered pieces back at him, hitting him hard. He winced as he attempted to gather his power again.
Stopping him wasn’t hard. I wrapped my power around his, making it impossible for him to connect with the world around him. Pulling a knife out from somewhere, he threw himself at me. Knowing what the Exiled were capable of, I should have been prepared, but I wasn’t.
In a flash, I was on the ground with him on top of me. I grabbed his wrist with one of my hands, keeping him from slashing me with the knife. He was strong. I knew it wasn’t his power, but a skill he’d chosen to learn. Being skilled in close combat meant he wasn’t going to need to rely on his magic, the way all the others had, but he also underestimated what I was capable of now.
Throwing him off me and into the cottage behind us, I stood, brushing myself off. Crazed, he got up and ran at me again. Bouncing off the magic in front of me, he landed right back where he started from. Giving me one last look, he turned to run. That was when he hit the wards Edric set up with full force, falling back as he did.
“You’re going to kill me, and strengthen him. Whatever you might think, you can’t use him. He already knows all the tricks.” The Exiled pushed himself up, and I could see where he’d broken his nose. “Zero kept me alive for a reason, Nathaniel. He wanted my power to get stronger. Now you’re going to give him exactly what he wanted.”
“Oh, I’m not.” I went over the sigils I thought would work, because we needed all the help we could get when the time came for the ritual. “What do you want from this?”
“To leave this world behind.” The Exiled stared at me. “We’re running because it’s what we were supposed to do, anything to get away from Zero, because he made us all sign magical contracts. You remember what happened, right? How you died, and the only reason you didn’t go to him was because you had someone there to help you.”
“Promise me you’ll help when the time comes, and I’ll grant you the gift of death. You’ll be needed to save the world from the Cult, but after that you’ll be able to move on, the way you so desperately want to.”
For a few seconds, he stayed silent. “How certain are you it will work?”
“I’m willing to try if you are.”
Nodding, he stood. “Anything to get free of him. I’ve regretted my choices in life, and for once I want to do the right thing.”
Moving toward him, I scrawled sigils in the air, gathering power from all around me, something I’d never tried to do before. A shiver went down my spine. Each of the sigils touched him, wrapping their power around him. His eyes stayed on mine as he felt the magic all over him. Taking the knife from his hand, I put one last sigil on the metal. If I’d done things right, it would break the link between his soul and Zero’s. Taking a deep breath, I drove the knife into his heart, his body dropping limping to the ground, and waited to see what was going to happen next.




Chapter 19: Sab

Leaving the Cult behind was the easy part. There was no way they would be freed from the trap.
I thought of the person I’d been before and how Devin coming into my life had a profound impact. Even though I’d never have said I was as dark as Zsolt, the two of us were similar in some ways. Both of us had the tendency to burn bridges if we believed it was necessary, and we could be ruthless. I couldn’t imagine doing the things he did, but I might well have if I didn’t meet Devin.
He brought a light to my life, giving me a reason to do better than I had before. I glanced at Ilona, who seemed far more herself than she had, although I had a feeling she didn’t entirely agree with what we’d done. Leaving people to die was never easy. She was simply showing she was a better person than I was, as I became more like the Sable I was before.
“You have no doubts?”
I shrugged. “Sometimes we must make very hard choices, Ilona. Knowing what the Cult are capable of, I don’t have doubts. They want us all dead. At least once, possibly more times, they have tried to kill Bea. You had your likeness used by someone who planned to kill Nate.”
Slowly, Ilona nodded. “You are right. I just… they might die.”
“They might, and if they do, then I can only see that as justice. For whatever reason, they truly believe magic’s a danger to everyone. What they’re doing is nothing more than freeing us from that danger, one we don’t understand how much we need to be free of.
“Unfortunately, it’s become a part of everyday life. No one can live without magic, so the only way to undo the damage is to take it from us, and we’ll be able to learn how to live without it. Of course, that argument means they have no idea how many people will die by taking magic from the world.
“All of us, the students at the Academy right now, the Council, Zero and the Exiled, little children just coming into their power… the list is long, and you already know that. It’s why you said no to them before. You chose the innocents over deluded people who believe the only option they have is to change our world entirely.”
Ilona gazed into the distance. “When I was coming into my power, Mother used to talk to me about how she wished I was free of it. She used to talk occasionally about what it was like for her to have gone through what she had, watching as her own father killed her siblings to take their power, and how scared she was she might end up following in his footsteps.
“From there, it turned into talking about Zsolt. How it was obvious he was taking after his grandfather, because he’d chosen power over everything else, including the two of us. She told me she wanted me to be a better person than he was. A better person than she was. I don’t know what she meant by that for a while until I came to the conclusion she never wanted me to be trapped by fear the way she was. She always wanted me to be brave.
“Now I can only assume it had something to do with the Cult. As she’s with them, using them to get me to work with her, I don’t think she had regrets working with them. She just wanted me to believe she did, so when she tried again to get me to work with her, she had a chance of succeeding.”
A woman stepped out of the darkness, and I found myself looking at Aunt Evelin. She glanced between the two of us, eyes colder than they had been before. My aunt was gone. It was possible she’d never existed to begin with, but I had no way of knowing.
“Finding you was easy, before you ask. I’ve always been able to follow you, Ilona, because you’re my child. Keeping an eye on you, making certain you weren’t making all the wrong choices, was a necessity, especially when I realized what Zsolt might do. The last thing I wanted was the two of you talking.”
“Mother?”
“He’s known the truth about me for a long time.” Evelin shrugged. “Maybe even before I ended up fleeing for the library, but I have no way of knowing. Teaching him how to use his powers was a mistake I couldn’t undo, when I realized what he was capable of, and if it hadn’t been for Aunt Bet, I never would have known.
“I thought I was tired because I was growing a baby, and I was older than I was when I had Zsolt. Finding out what he was doing… I will make him pay for the choice. He was willing to kill both of us because I dared to have another child, which is something I’m never going to forgive him for.”
Staring at Evelin, memories of the boy who’d lost his mother came to mind, and how he’d acted after she died. I was devastated, especially when I learned my little cousin didn’t survive, either. He was there for me, doing what he could to help me through the grief, the same way he was with Uncle Ambrus. When we both struggled on days, he’d try to make us remember the good memories.
Zsolt let himself cry when he was alone. I heard him more than once, as he struggled with his own emotions, only he never let that stop him from doing what he could to be there for us. That was the boy she believed was willing to kill her. In time, he’d become dark enough to make those kinds of choices. Not then.
“You’re wrong.” Evelin’s eyes met with mine, and the fury within them was like nothing I’d seen before. “Bet was the one who tried to kill you.”
“Unfortunately for you, Mother, Sable’s right.” The last thing I expected to hear from behind me was Zsolt’s voice as he stepped closer to us. “Don’t try anything. I’m not here physically. This is a Sending, one of the many things you’ve forgotten how to do, which may be because of the way Bet changed your memories.” He brushed past me, and a shiver went down my spine. “For a long time, I’ve been thinking about how to undo what she did to you.
“Considering the way you see me, I was tempted to walk away entirely.” He looked back at Ilona. “I can’t now. There are other people who care about you. People I would rather not get hurt by you any longer, which means I need to make certain changes.” As he turned back to Evelin, he nodded to me. I nodded back. “This might hurt.”
Evelin didn’t have a chance to move before he pressed his hands to her temples. The power within him was like nothing I’d seen before, and I realized, as I studied it more closely, Bea was helping. He wouldn’t have been able to undo what Bet did without her. Between the two of them, they managed it.
For a few seconds, Evelin stared at Zsolt, the horror in her eyes haunting. She’d brought it on herself, but she was still the woman who’d help to raise me, and as she dropped to the ground, I moved closer to her. Zsolt put a hand up to stop me from getting past him.
“Don’t touch her yet. The memories are still returning. I think if you did, she could harm you, and I don’t want her doing anything she might regret to either of you.”
“Why do you even care, Zsolt?” Ilona’s voice was bitter. “You gave her those memories back to punish her.”
“No, little sister, I didn’t.” He turned to face her. “How I feel about Mother is complicated. I will not pretend otherwise. I don’t love her, but I understand the choices she made better than she does. Until now, she couldn’t see what Bet did to her. Giving her back the person she was, the little girl who loved her daddy more than anything in the world, is the least I can do for the mother who did once love me.”
“How did you know?” Evelin pushed herself up, showing a strength I’d seen within her before. “Bet told you?”
“Of course not. Bet wanted no one to know who she really was, and the fact I could see right through her terrified her. She thought she was going to deal with me before I could do anything to change things. Unfortunately for her, she was wrong. I made certain she’d pay for those choices for the rest of her lives.”
“Zsolt…”
“Yes, Mother. Do you think I was unkind?” He turned back to Evelin. “You see what she did to you now, for the first time in your life, and you’re going to tell me off for hurting the woman who took everything you were so she could turn you into her puppet?”
Evelin raised her eyebrows, staring at Zsolt. “I can see it. Working through it all will take time, but I see it. However, I remember teaching you how to forgive people.”
“For little things, yes, but Bet wanted us all dead.” His eyes met with mine for a moment. “She was willing to use the Cult to get what she wanted, choosing not to see the damage it was going to cause. That included killing me and Sable. You were under her control, and she wasn’t worried about Ilona because she was still young enough to be manipulated by her. I was past that point.
“Bet, I don’t think, ever thought she was going to make me into the person she wanted me to be. That’s why she didn’t want me to be on the Council. She was more than a little annoyed when the vote went against her, because the Council as it was wanted Sable enough to accept me, especially as they didn’t understand why she was against it. She couldn’t tell them she feared me.”
“How long ago did you learn the truth about Father?”
“Around the same time I left the Council for good. I traveled back to learn what I could and found out he wasn’t the one who killed your siblings. I’m sorry, Mother. I can’t imagine finding out this way is exactly easy, but if I hadn’t done what I did, you would be more than willing to hurt Ilona and Sable. That’s not something I could let happen.”
Stepping toward him, even though she seemed a little unstable, Evelin put a hand on his cheek. “Sometimes, Zsolt, you surprise me, because I thought you’d stopped caring about any of us.”
“Oh, I care.” He kissed Evelin’s forehead as he faded away. “I’d be long gone if I didn’t care. Look after her, Sable.”
Then he was gone, leaving me with Evelin and Ilona. Evelin breathed in deeply and grabbed a nearby tree for support. “I’ve always thought Bet was the woman who saved my life.” She shook her head. “It was what she wanted me to believe, when it was Father who saved me, protecting me from a woman who’d entirely lost control. He was the reason I knew anything about the library.”
Ilona kept her distance from Evelin, but I went over to her, looking deep into her eyes. “How can we know any of what you’re remembering is the truth, Mother? Zsolt may have changed the memories.”
“He didn’t.” Evelin shook her head. “There are things he could never have known happened that I’ve regained. How Father used to teach me about ritual magic, the two of us spending whole afternoons working on sigils together, until Mother came to get us for dinner. I was the child Father was closest to, as I was the strongest.
“Someone who only knew that might not return the other memories. The ones where Father helped me teach my siblings. He wanted us to work together. I was the strongest, so I was tasked as the main power in those rituals, as my siblings did what they could.
“I remember the way Father would spend time with my eldest brother, who hadn’t inherited the family power, doing together what interested him, rather than forcing him to be someone he wasn’t. My brother was great with elemental magic. He used it to make our lives more interesting. One summer, when we should have been studying, we spent the afternoon outside creating icicles and frolicking in the mud.
“By the time we got back, we were all soaked, covered in mud, and the happiest we’d ever been. Mother only asked my brother to help us clean up before we went in for dinner.”
Nodding, I thought about the people Zsolt chose to be his Exiled. Anyone else in Evelin’s position would have led a very different life, her father choosing the strongest over all the others, but it wasn’t a surprise he’d never been like that. Maybe there was a part of her that still remembered, and that was how she’d ended up with Uncle Ambrus.




Chapter 20: Beatrice

“It worked.” Zsolt’s looked at me triumphantly. “Mother now has the memories Aunt Bet stole from her back.”
Nodding, I stood, the crystal in my pocket vibrating again. “Good.”
“You’re going somewhere?”
“There are other people I need to talk to, Zsolt.”
Before he had a chance to say anything, I left his study, making my way down the hallway to the library I preferred to spend my time in. It would at least give me a few moments to talk to whoever it was in peace, without him watching over my shoulder. When I pulled the communication crystal out of my pocket, I saw Brendan and Fox within it.
“Alone?”
“For now. It will not last.” I sat at the table full of the books I’d been studying, trying to give Evelin her memories back. “Any reason for this?”
“We were told to pass on some information. Nate thought it would be helpful to you.”
“Go ahead.”
Obviously, this was something else to test Zsolt, to see how he would react to what they’d learned, but I didn’t look at him as he reached the door to the library. “I’ve been connecting with the memories of the Academy and main Council building.” Fox sounded more confident, and I couldn’t help smiling, glad to see she was finding a place for herself. “Did Nate pass on what we’d learned from the Academy itself?”
“He did, Fox. That’s going to help a lot as we move forward with rebuilding the ritual. I wanted to ask you about it, because you know the sigils better than he would, and I was hoping you’d be able to share them with me.”
“Yes, of course I can.” She grabbed a notebook that was sitting beside her. “I’m still working on understanding all of them, especially as some of them were combined in unusual ways.”
Zsolt reached me and peered into the crystal. “Tell me what you mean.”
Blinking, Fox looked at Zsolt, a flicker of uncertainty in her eyes. It had probably been a long time since she last spoke to him, and his presence was incredibly disconcerting. She turned her attention back to her notebook as Brendan put a hand on her arm. That was interesting.
“I’ve seen something like this before.” Fox pointed with one hand at the sigils she was sharing with us. “This, on the other hand, is entirely new.”
Silence followed as Zsolt copied it down onto a random piece of paper he seemed to have pulled out of nowhere. “You’re right. That is unusual.” He dropped into the seat beside mine. “Were there are others you specifically noticed? Normally something like this… no, that doesn’t even make any sense. What was she doing?”
“What I am certain of is the ritual was to block a certain amount of magic. That’s the reason deep magic is so rare now. It’s why people have limited skills. Bet changed everything because she was terrified of herself. Of what she was capable of with that kind of strength.
“From the memories I’ve seen, she never asked anyone for help. It’s possible she spiraled too far, her fear transforming, and it was more than fear. Her jealousy didn’t help matters, because she wanted to be the most important person in other people’s lives. I have a feeling that’s the reason she did what she did to Evelin.”
“Probably.” Zsolt watched as Fox pointed to different sigils on the page to tell him which ones she noticed, adding them to his own collection. “Bet, even by the time I became a member of the Council, was a broken mess, and someone like that with power is more dangerous than even someone like me.”
“Leading to you taking her power from her, as you sent her soul to where it was supposed to go.”
“Honestly, it was the only thing I could think of doing.” He looked at Fox once more. “You’re strong. I knew someone was going to see those memories, Isobel, but I must admit I didn’t think it would end up being you. That was in very few of the futures I saw. I’m glad I was wrong.”
Fox and Brendan shared a look. It wasn’t surprising, seeing how close they’d become. Both of them needed someone. It almost made sense they’d connected with each other, showing signs they were giving each other strength rather than taking it away. In the end, she nodded, as though they’d been talking without us being able to hear them.
“You said I was Sab’s null.” Brendan’s voice was carefully emotionless, but I was watching Fox more closely out of the two of them. “I think I might have broken something.”
“By being Isobel’s null?” I could tell from the way Zsolt was looking at the two of them, he was expecting exactly what Brendan said. “It got to the point where there were enough nulls for every mage to have their own, for want of a better way of working things. For a long time, that wasn’t the case.
“Nulls connect with certain people. For you, that connection has been built with Isobel, which was something that could always happen, although it really depended on what choices were made. You were never going to be Nathaniel’s null, because the two of you are too similar. There’s also the fact Beatrice is his balance, slightly different to a null, when two deep magic users can keep the other from causing themselves any damage if they were to use too much power.
“You, I’m certain, have already worked out how to create that with Isobel, Brendan, and it means you will also be able to work with Sable. There’s are limited ways to create nulls. None of them are certain to work. The person in question must be strong of mind, something I could only hope you were, because there wasn’t anyone else.
“This isn’t going to be an issue. You can learn how to balance more than one person. If you find a way of doing that, everything will work out the way it was meant to. This, on the other hand, is going to complicate things.” He tapped the paper in front of him. “Bet was doing more than I understood at the time, which may make what I originally planned an impossibility.”
“Explain. What are you seeing, Zsolt?”
“Do I need to explain it to you?” He passed me the paper, so I could look at the sigils in more detail myself. “Tell me what I now know, thanks to the ability Isobel has gained due to you breaking her contract.”
Studying the sigils, the first thing I noticed was how old they were. They were from one of the older languages Zsolt said I needed to learn, which told me Bet knew what she was doing. For a few seconds, I stared at a couple of them, trying to understand why she made the choices she did. When I did… I looked at the crystal.
“Nothing changes. We keep moving forward with the plans we have for now.” My eyes met with Fox’s. “Have you decided what you want your name to be?”
“Possibly. I was thinking of going back to Isobel, but I just… I don’t know.”
“I’ve been calling her Izzy, which seems to work well enough for now.” Brendan smiled at her, which lifted my spirits temporarily. “As long as you’re comfortable with Bea using my nickname for you.”
“Of course I am. Bea saved my soul.” She kept her eyes on mine, and I was certain she could see the worry etched on my face. “Tell me what we need to know.”
“How deep can you go into Bet’s memories?”
“Far enough. I may already have whatever it is, but I wasn’t able to understand.”
“The sigils you haven’t understood are… they’re a trigger. If someone were to undo what Bet did with her ritual, the way Zsolt and I plan to, then it would cause more damage.”
Looking down at the paper in front of her, Izzy’s eyes widened. “They are. Yes, I see it now. Each one of them… she really did not want someone to undo this, did she?” She tapped her fingers on the table. “One of them…” She lifted the paper, pointing to it, so we knew which one she was talking about. “Take it apart. See the pieces as they would be when they weren’t used in the ritual.”
Doing as she said, I saw what she meant. “Yes, that might… it’s one trigger, but we’ll need to be going through it one at a time.” I scribbled down an idea for a potential way to break the trigger, Zsolt watching over my shoulder as I did, nodding in a way that told me he agreed with my plan. “This, Izzy, is what you were getting at, right?”
Showing her the paper, she gave me one of her brightest smiles yet. “Exactly. I can see what Bet did, and how she did it, which… I knew she was dark, but this is beyond even what I thought she was capable of.”
“Bet was damaged.” Zsolt sounded almost like he pitied her. “None of her family realized how bad it was until it was too late. My grandfather was working to protect magic while Bet was completely terrified of it, explaining why she worked with the Cult. She didn’t want magic to be something anyone else ever had to deal with.”
“Giving no one a choice.” Izzy shrugged. “Similar to someone else I know.”
“Yes, very similar.” The amusement in Zsolt’s voice was something I expected to hear. “Yet I am now willing to work with you, which I hope will go some way to gaining a limited amount of goodwill.”
“Honestly, Zsolt, the only reason I’m talking to you right now is because you have information I want. If it wasn’t for that, we wouldn’t be having a conversation.”
“Fair. You deserve to make those choices, Isobel, although I have to say it’s a pleasure to hear you talking the way you are. Strength is something you always had within you, even though I know you had your doubts.” Zsolt turned his attention to Brendan. “Do you need to know anything more about being a null? Now is the time to ask the questions, as I’m here to answer them.”
Glancing at Izzy, who nodded, Brendan breathed in deeply, seeming calmer than I expected. “How many mages, as you called them, can I balance?”
A silence followed the question, as Zsolt looked around the library. Going to grab one book, he stepped back over to the table, putting it down in front of him, flicking through pages. “I’ve been trying to learn about nulls for years. Finding them… well, time has changed them, because they weren’t needed in the same way they were before. I doubt a null born in this time could do what you can.
“The reason is the transformation. I know I should apologize, but it will change nothing between us, and I’m not willing to push things any more than I already have.” He turned the page, angling the crystal slightly. “Are you able to read that from where you are?”
“I think so. Give me a minute.” Although it took Brendan longer than a minute, Zsolt didn’t say anything, letting him have the time he needed. From where I was, I read the same page upside down, a skill I’d learned to use during my time with Zsolt, in case he tried to keep anything from me. “This is the most widely known.”
“From the books I have access to at this point. I know there are plenty missing. The history of our world has too many gaps, but this should give you an idea of what you might be capable of. This depends on you and the practice you’re able to do, so, while you’re working along with Isobel, it’s less likely you’ll be able to get to that point.
“Once you gather mages around you, it’ll be possible for you to practice. What I might suggest is giving Rayner a chance to look at those sigils. Out of everyone in the Council, I’m certain he’s the one who was the closest to being able to break through. His family… well, it’s something you’ll learn in time. Being a null is possible because of that bloodline, Brendan.”
“Rayner looked at the sigils before.” Izzy looked back, in a way that told me it was likely Rayner was listening in on the conversation. Zsolt didn’t react. “He seemed to understand them.”
“Good, then tell him to sit down with them. He can’t pretend he doesn’t understand any more, because we need as many of us to work together on this as possible, otherwise the Academy will have to be rebuilt again. Devin is a lot more complicated. He was much more closed off. If you can get that block gone, there’s a chance. I couldn’t tell you for certain how easy it will be. Centuries of time complicate things.”
Zsolt’s words told me he had noticed. “Pretend he doesn’t understand?” I raised an eyebrow. “You got him to look before?”
“Like you, Beatrice, Rayner was nosy.” In the background, there was a subtle laugh. “He saw things he shouldn’t, so I asked him what he could see. I knew he saw something, but he pretended he didn’t. Considering how things worked out, it might have been for the best. He doesn’t need to be a part of this mess.”
“Maybe I should have been given a choice.” Rayner stepped forward, so we could both see him. “You were never going to do that.”
“You were too good a person to be dealing with my darkness for centuries of time. Think yourself lucky I was too broken to love you back.”




Chapter 21: Brendan

Rayner couldn’t sit still. I watched him, trying not to let my amusement show, after he’d spoken to Zero for the first time. Back when Rayner knew him, he was still Zsolt, and it was obvious their conversation had hit him harder than he expected it to. Even though it barely lasted any time at all, the emotions were still something he couldn’t control. Then again, I had no idea how I’d react if I was in the same position.
“How about you take some time to go for a walk, Rayner?” Izzy suggested. “I know this has been a lot for you.”
“A lot?” He sank down into the seat opposite her for what had to be the hundredth time, looking at the paper in front of him. “I feel like a teenager again.” Then he looked down at his hands. “Considering what was done to me, I guess I still am a teenager, even if I don’t feel like it. When I became a member of the Council, I was barely an adult, someone chosen to learn here because of the strength of my magic.”
“You’re close to it.”
“My soul?”
Izzy nodded. “I can see the changes, and the similarities to mine, after I spent some time studying it in the mirror. Brendan helped, because I wasn’t sure I’d be able to. He has a soul I can barely describe, which I can only put down to what Zero did to him.”
Fortunately, it was something Izzy shared with me, as she was getting better at understanding what she was seeing. I didn’t mind her telling Rayner. The more practice she had, the stronger she got, which also taught me more about my own capabilities. Zero, however, was right, and I needed to be working with more than one mage at the same time, so I could see where my limits were. With how things were going, I was beginning to think Rayner wouldn’t be one of those mages.
“Trapping him in time until Bea could save him somehow turned him into a null.” Rayner studied me in a way he hadn’t done before. “I still don’t understand it.”
“I’m beginning to, from what I read in the book Zero shared with us yesterday.” Closing my eyes, I saw one page in front of me, the way it had been in the crystal. “Being able to read the book properly would make everything much easier, but I wasn’t going to ask for any more help than he was already giving. Trusting him… well, he knows how we feel, which is probably why he used the book, so we could be certain of the information, rather than wondering if he was lying.”
“Zero’s not who he was.”
Sharing a look with Izzy, I tried not to say anything that might be received badly. I was glad she was more diplomatic than me. “You said you hadn’t spoken to him before. At least not as Zero. The last time you said any words to him, he was still going by Zsolt.”
“Oh, he was, but I saw him after he killed Sable. We didn’t say anything to each other. I was focused on getting Sable’s body out while he was doing what he had to in order to get himself out. Even after learning how to make himself immortal, he hadn’t made himself invulnerable. From what I could see, I think he was on fire, so he was focused on that rather than anything else, which was understandable.
“We shared a moment. It wasn’t anything I talked about with anyone. Devin was furious with Zero for killing Sable. We had the funeral. I’m certain Zero appeared at for at least a few seconds, and then we all focused on doing what needed to be done, which included making Devin the new headmaster of the Academy.
“The man I fell in love with barely existed. I think killing Sable hit him harder than he could have imagined, even though he knew it was going to happen if the two of them came across each other. I always knew Zsolt was still in there somewhere, no matter what he’d tried to do in order to become Zero.
“Last night, I was more certain of it than I’ve ever been. He might even finally be able to love me back, not that it changes anything. He is still Zero. However much he might wish he could be Zsolt again, he knows there are only two possibilities for what comes next - he dies, or Bea dies. Either of those mean there’s no chance of any kind of future for the two of us, and I don’t think there ever was, however much I might have wished things were different.”
“You’ve never met anyone else who made you feel the way Zsolt did?” Izzy’s voice was soft as she glanced at me. “In all these years?”
“Sounds stupid, doesn’t it?”
“No, Rayner, it doesn’t. It sounds like you really loved him.”
“Unfortunately.” He breathed in deeply. “I should focus, not trying to find some other solution to this whole mess, because there’s a part of me that really wants to have a happy ending.”
“Maybe you will.” For a few seconds, we both stared at Izzy, and she smiled. “Bea had a spell that would bring someone back to life. I know you need deep magic, so there’s a good reason to break through whatever block there is. We can ask her, and I’m certain she’ll help us out. I think she also gave one copy to Nate, in case anything happened to her.”
Rayner’s silence went on for a long time. Finally, disheartened, he shook his head. “I wouldn’t be strong enough.”
“Alone, but there’s no reason for you to think it would be on you only.” Izzy stood, stepping around the table, to put a hand on Rayner’s shoulder. “I will not pretend I understand. Zsolt isn’t Zero, so maybe there is a chance to live a life where neither of you are tied to the Council or the Exiled.”
“For now, I’m going to assume that’s not likely to happen.” He put his hand over hers for a moment. “I can’t see why anyone would do anything to help Zero, after all the harm he’s done through the years.”
“Bea would.” Rayner stared at me. “She’s the person to believe almost everyone deserves a second chance. Even Zero. If she didn’t, she wouldn’t have gone to him for help.” I pulled the crystal out of my pocket. “Contacting her twice in two days wasn’t exactly the plan, but if she can answer, she will.”
Neither of them had a chance to tell me to stop, and I didn’t think Izzy would try. From the look she was giving me, it seemed like she agreed with what I was doing. Both of us had a lot of reasons to be angry with Zero. Yet there was something about the way Rayner acted that made me think I was right to give Zsolt a chance, rather than the persona he created in order to ‘do what needed to be done’.
“Is there a problem, Brendan?”
“Well, I wouldn’t call it a problem.”
As Bea’s eyes met with mine, I could see a flash of interest. “You need something.”
“Yes, I do, and you’re probably going to think I’ve completely lost my mind, but have you got another copy of the spell you made to drag Nate’s soul back into his body?”
“There’s one in my old room. You’d need to look behind the bedside table. I made certain there were multiple of it, in case something unexpected happened, and I think this counts. Care to tell me why you want it?”
“For Rayner.”
“You’re not serious, are you?” Bea shook her head, laughing. “Really?”
“Really, and I’m the first person to admit it doesn’t make sense, but I’m willing to help.”
“Oh, no, it makes complete sense.” Bea looked at someone who was on the other side of the desk to her. “I don’t understand it, but I get why it would be viewed as a possibility at this point.”
“Someone being in love is a good reason to make the less logical choices.”
“No, it’s not.” Zero’s voice came from somewhere I couldn’t see. “Tell him to give up on the idea of a happy future for the two of us. He deserves a better person than me. Someone who didn’t use magic to entwine people’s souls with mine. I know you’re listening, Rayner. Stop thinking you’re in love with me.”
“Don’t worry. I know I’m not in love with you. The person I’m in love with left the Council centuries ago. He’s the person I think I might have a future with.” Rayner glared at the crystal. “Not that you’d understand. You’re too trapped in this persona you wrapped around yourself, so you could be your dark self, rather than the man I know is within.”
Bea and I looked at each other. From the way she was carefully keeping her mouth closed, I could tell she was trying as hard as I was not to laugh, because it wasn’t going to help the situation at all. Listening to the two of them made it easy to see how being immortal had affected them, neither of them able to live a normal life, and it was something they’d be able to understand if they tried to build a future together in the future.
They’d be able to grow into new people, finding out who they really were when they weren’t trapped in the bodies of young men. Not that I knew what it was like to age either, halted in my early twenties by Zero’s decision to tie me to the town he trapped in time. Hopefully, after we’d dealt with the Cult, we’d all have a chance to live a different life, and I glanced over at Izzy as I thought about it.
She was trapped for longer than I was. Choosing to become one of the Exiled changed her, choosing to leave them changed her again, and now we had a chance of something else entirely. In time. We still had problems to deal with, including potentially learning how to use the spell Bea created to save Nate’s life.
“You’re still you, aren’t you?” There was an incredulous note in Zero’s voice. “After all this time.”
“How would I not be?”
“We’ve both been alive for centuries.”
“Centuries of not ageing. You know as well as I do it complicated things. Including this.” Rayner looked down at the paper again, his eyes widening slightly. He was beginning to understand it. “Moving forward won’t be easy, but that doesn’t make it impossible.”
“Of course it makes it impossible. You deserve someone who can truly love you. I don’t think that’s me.”
“Maybe. if I didn’t see the way you look at Bea, I might believe that.”
Silence followed Rayner’s words, and Bea looked across the table before shaking her head. “You broke him. He’s gone, but I don’t think you’re wrong.”
“Gone?”
“Left the room.” Bea smiled. “Get the spell, Brendan. You have my blessing to use it however you might wish.” She gestured at where Rayner was. “You’re right, Rayner. There are two very different sides to Zsolt, with one of them being someone I wouldn’t choose to be around, so I think you might help him work through what led to him deciding he had to be Zero.”
“Do you believe I should?”
“In the end, that’s your decision to make.” Bea looked down for a moment, and then let her eyes meet with mine. “My emotions are conflicted enough. I don’t think I can give you the answer you need. You want me to tell you one way or the other if he can be redeemed, and I honestly don’t know.
“Zsolt made choices, ones he’s told me multiple times he wouldn’t change, including creating the Exiled. He says he’s not a good person, which is something he’s probably right about. I don’t think he’s a good person, but that also doesn’t mean he’s a bad person, because he has put his entire life on hold to save the world from the Cult. At the same time, he’s also harmed many people to make it happen.
“What you feel is what you feel. I understand why you love him. I can see the good in him at times. Being who he is was a decision he made, and he didn’t tell anyone about the Cult, something I understand when there was no way of knowing who might be one of them. Yet things might be very different now if he trusted someone.”
“He trusted Dana.”
“No, he didn’t. He accepted her help, nothing more. I don’t even think he truly trusts me.”
“Then it makes more sense not to use the spell.”
“Give it time. We see what happens. If he tries to kill me when we do the ritual, I can tell you, and then we can decide what happens next.” Bea glanced at the door. “Considering what we know, it might make more sense to keep him alive. Otherwise, who knows how things might work out? He must know the spell Sab used to keep her memories. If he’s done that, he could come back to try again in the future.”
Slowly, glancing at Izzy and Rayner as I did, I nodded. “Killing him isn’t the end.”
“For some, it can be. I’ll look into what Zero did to take Bet’s magic from her permanently. That might be something we can recreate if we need to.”
“Having two potential solutions is the right way to work this.” Bea stood. “I need to go, because we were in the middle of working on the ritual, but knowing we have options helps. However much I want to hate him for all of this, I’m finding it harder and harder.”




Chapter 22: Nate

“I was expecting more.” Edric looked at me as we sat across from each other, a fire between us. “With him being one of the stronger Exiled, I thought he’d fight, and instead he just wanted it to be over.”
For a moment I was back in front of the Academy, there because Zero told me it was where I was needed, and he was someone who didn’t accept no for an answer. I was one of his loyal Exiled. Being there, going through it all again, I kept thinking I’d made the very worst mistake possible, and in the end, it changed my life in ways I never could have expected.
Zero, if anyone was to believe what he said, planned for it to happen. My death transforming me into someone else entirely. I had no reason to think he was lying. By doing what he did, he made it so I owed him. Without him, I’d have been walking the same path as before, possibly living into old age the same bitter person I’d been when I left home after telling Father I was the stronger of his two sons.
Brendan tried to stop me from going. Said the two of us could find our own way, without having to deal with our parents. I threw off his arm, told him he’d always been the favored one, so what could he possibly know about what it was like to have to ‘deal’ with our parents? As the person I was, I couldn’t see how he was also struggling, because he was trying to be who they wanted him to be - only to find he would never be that person.
All the Exiled were different. They made their choices for a reason, but that didn’t mean they weren’t going to change during the time they’d been working with Zero. Like Fox had, choosing to ask Bea for help, leading to her becoming someone else. Again, it was something Zero said he expected, planned for, even maybe hoped would happen.
“We all made the decision we did when we were at our unhappiest. Zero used those emotions to convince us to work with him. Time, however, changes everyone. Anger fades. By then it’s far too late, because a contract was signed, and death means belonging to Zero. Some of them would have focused whatever they were feeling on becoming the best Exiled they could be.
“Others would make different choices. Then there was Oak, who only cared about Fox. We know Fox turned to Bea for help, wanting to break the contract, which was a hard task. I did something similar, but not the same. Rather than breaking the contract, I used magic to transform it.”
Edric studied me. “You’re stronger than Zero.”
“I am for now. Time will balance things.” I gestured at myself. “When I came back, after Bea dragged my soul back into my body, I knew there was something different about me, but it wasn’t something I could understand. Slowly, as my power increased, I came to see what changes had happened, leading us to where we are now, when I am stronger than Zero.
“My body can’t continue with this amount of power for a long period. I can feel the way it’s changing me, making me into a different mage, and when it’s done, it will fade. By then I’ll be in the same position as one of the Exiled - unable to go back to how I was before.
“Not that I think I want to.” I closed my eyes, feeling the power within myself, something I’d never been able to do before. “This is how I was always meant to be. Magic… it isn’t how it was. We all understand that, now we have a better idea of what’s been done since Zero’s grandfather was said to be trying to control magic, with this being more natural. It’s going to take a long time for things to be the way they should have been, and it’s never going to be the same.”
“How does breaking the block help?” Edric sounded more thoughtful than anything. “I understand magic isn’t how it was. The Council of the past limited it, taking the future we would have had from us, but maybe it was for the best.”
“The best?” I opened my eyes, seeing him as he was, a man who understood magic the way it had been since Bet changed the world. Of course he couldn’t imagine what it would be like when it was released. “You see the way things are as being how we should keep moving forward?”
“We don’t need deep magic. At least not as far as I can see. I don’t agree with the Cult, but what Zero wants to do might not be for the best. Suddenly flooding the world with more magic seems like it’s probably going to cause more problems than it would solve, especially in the short term. We know how to exist with things the way they are.”
“Yes, we do.” Did Edric’s words mean there was another group within the people - the ones who wanted to keep the status quo? I could see the Council believing it was the best option. They were the type who didn’t see change as a good thing, but it hadn’t crossed my mind there might be others who agreed with them. “Does that mean we shouldn’t want change?
“Living with things as they are, our magic weakened due to what was done to us, may not be something you regret, but I can’t imagine not trying to go back to the way things were. Maybe, with what I’ve already been through, I’m not the best person to be making the decision, because I understand in a way almost no one else can what would happen if someone with the potential to use deep magic can touch it once more.
“I get the feeling you’re like Bet. You see deep magic as dangerous, something we’d be better off without.” Edric didn’t say anything as I spoke, but there was a flicker of emotion in his eyes. “Why would we let something that changed everything the way it did back into the world? It makes you like the Cult, only you have nothing against magic as it is, because you need it. You can’t imagine your life not being able to do what you’ve always been able to do.
“Does it matter there are some people who aren’t able to be who they were always meant to be? If I hadn’t died, I wouldn’t be the person I am now, Edric. I always had the potential to use deep magic. When it was taken from us… it’s hard to put into words how I feel now. How much more I feel like there was always a part of me missing.
“Choosing to leave things as they are means there are going to be people who never regain that part of themselves. They’re never going to be whole, because of a choice we made, to keep things the way they have been for so long. A fear of what might happen next stopping us from helping them. From changing the world for the better.”
“Those who can use deep magic are the Exiled.”
“Some of them are, yes, while others are on the Council. Rayner and Devin were both chosen because of their potential, and it’s likely there were more of us born. I couldn’t tell you for certain now how many of us there are out there. When magic returns, the number will increase. We’re going to need to learn new ways of doing things.”
“Maybe there were, but they’ve become trapped in time. They haven’t grown since they were chosen to be on the Council. So few of the Council can see what needs to be done, and there are those who are thinking someone within it is working with the Cult, making them a danger to the rest of us.”
“No one knew about the Cult. They did an amazing job of waiting until the right time to show themselves, making it likely they’re everywhere. You saw it yourself, Edric.” I stood, stepping away from the fire and the man I wasn’t sure I trusted any longer, even though I still believed he wasn’t a member of the Cult. “How people you thought you knew well ended up being entirely different. You chose to work with me when Bea asked you to.”
“I believed it was the right thing to do. Only I see how much more entwined with Zero Bea is now, and I wonder if I should trust her. She chose to learn from him, because he has more knowledge than anyone else, yet we both know there’s more to it than that. Like you, she has a different magic. From the way the two of you have been talking, it appears you believe you have the right, like the Cult, to decide for the rest of us. We don’t get to have a say whether we want more magic.
“The Cult want to take it from us entirely. You want to flood the world with it. Zero… no one truly knows what he wants, because he’s too good at lying to all of us, so there’s no reason to believe he’s willing to be open with anyone. I still believe he wants control, and how better to have that control than to grab it from Bea, when she lets her guard down, proving to her he was always the one using her.”
I saw what was to come mere seconds later, Edric making his move, the people he’d be working with having gathered around, seeing me as another kind of enemy. Saving myself took about as much time as seeing, wrapping myself in the surrounding darkness to make it impossible for them to know where I was.
Slipping deeper into the forest, hearing Edric calling for me, I made certain to keep my footfall silent, not wanting them to follow me. When I was far enough away, I pulled the crystal from my pocket. Everything else was still by the fire, something I didn’t think I’d be able to get back easily. Most of it didn’t matter, and Sab would help me get where I needed to be on the map.
“Bea?”
Her eyes met with mine, and I wished, not for the first time, I was with her. “What happened?”
“Edric isn’t the ally he was. Learning we meant to undo the damage Bet did with her ritual has changed things. He believes we have no right to force that upon the world.”
“Do you think he’s wrong?”
She knew me better than anyone else. Of course Bea would know I’d had my doubts after what was done to me. Finally, I shook my head. “I will not say he’s wrong, because I understand where he’s coming from, but I know it’s impossible for him to truly understand why it is we’ve made the decision we have.”
“How can he? Deep magic was taken from the world due to one person believing it was too dangerous, and now, with things as they are, it’s easy to stay with magic being limited. They don’t see how it’s damaged more than those who could use deep magic.” Bea touched the crystal, as though she was trying to touch me. “I wish I could be there with you. The whole reason I asked him to help was because I didn’t want you fighting the Exiled alone.”
“I know. This means we have another problem now. Edric had people there who were willing to do whatever they had to do in order to stop me, and I think they’ll do the same if they come across you at any point. Especially as I trusted him enough to tell him you were working with Zero.”
“They believe I’m making the wrong choices, because Zero is a danger to the world, one they didn’t believe in until they had no other choice.” Bea laughed, but it was a bitter sound. “It’s so easy for them to act now, when all the problems are right in front of their faces. They don’t entirely understand anything at all, so the choices they’re making are wrong, but it doesn’t matter if they’re stopping things from changing.”
“Beatrice…”
“No, I’m done with people at this point.” Hearing Zero’s voice in the background wasn’t exactly a surprise. “Between the Cult and this new group who seem to just want to forget the way things were, I’m tempted to just stop. Let the Cult destroy everything. They wouldn’t be able to see the truth if it was right in front of them.”
“We all go through this. For some of us, it lasts for longer than others. In time, you’ll come to care again, and when you do, you’ll regret that choice, so I will not let you make it.”
“All of us?”
Zero laughed. “Of course. How else do you think I got to where I am? I didn’t care. There was no reason for me to. Then you came into my life, showing me how wrong I’d been. Yes, there are people like Edric, who’d actively fight against undoing the damage by Bet, and the Cult, choosing to ‘save’ the world from magic. Everyone else is innocent. Our anger at those who are truly stupid shouldn’t get in the way of helping those who do not know what’s going on between us all.”
“For the first time, I think I’d have to agree with Zero. We aren’t doing this for Edric, or Evelin, or anyone else who has actively worked against us at one point or another. We aren’t doing it for Rayner, or Devin, or Sab. We’re doing it for the little girl who doesn’t know what real magic is. We’re doing it for the Academy student who would be able to use deep magic if it wasn’t for Bet.
“Our decision was made for those who can’t make it for themselves, because they don’t know they need to make it. They’ve never heard about deep magic before. They don’t know there’s anything missing in their lives, even though there is. We’re giving them that back, because they deserve a chance to decide whether they use it with a full understanding of what they’d be giving up, something we didn’t have.”




Chapter 23: Sab

“Unfortunately, it’s not a surprising complication.” Walking with Evelin was still strange. “I wish I could say otherwise, but we know how Bet felt about her magic, viewing it as something dangerous. Zsolt wants to break the block with Bea, and it’s going to change everything. It’s a lot for them to work through. Fear, trying to keep the status quo, is always the first reaction.
“It doesn’t mean they won’t change. Time has an effect on everyone. Only I don’t believe it will happen when we need it to, because we have one chance to change the world. The Cult will do it if we don’t.”
“Zsolt saw all of this?” Ilona was more willing to accept Evelin as an ally now, but there was still a wariness. It was hard to come to terms with knowing her own mother was the reason she’d lost years to someone who’d taken her face. “He knew we’d be dealing with the Cult?”
“They were already a part of his life, and I feel most of what he did was to make certain he was strong enough to stop them. I don’t know if he saw the others. He probably did. Father was the one who noticed it first, when we were working on the ritual together, although when he realized how dangerous it was, he suggested I find another project.
“When I understood he was scared for me, I stepped away, even though I had a feeling it was going to end up being a mistake. Had I said no, I would have kept working with him, and could help with the work Zsolt’s doing now.”
“You were young.” Evelin looked at me. “We all make choices from the information we’re given by those who are older than us, and sometimes we find it was the wrong decision.”
“Like your decision to join the Council?”
“No, that was something I didn’t talk to anyone about. Not even Zsolt.” I gazed into the distance, reliving memories of being drawn to one side by Bet, and the conversation we had. “When Bet told me becoming a member of the Council came with a very special gift, immortality, I should have walked away. Living for centuries… I understand it better now than I could have done then, all the lives I’ve lived showing why it was the worst mistake any of us could have made.”
“Generations of life, without ever growing up.” Evelin looked down at herself. “I had decades where I was ageing, living a normal life, and when Bet convinced me Zsolt was trying to kill us, the only reason I ran for the library again was for Ilona. She deserved a chance to live a more normal life.”
“Something I didn’t have.”
“I will always regret that choice, but I believed I was doing what was best for you. Staying in the library, especially after Bet died…” Evelin fell silent for a moment, something she did more with her memories transformed, and I could see she was working through things. Zsolt changed her life. He changed her past in ways she could never have imagined. “I was scared, Ilona.
“At the time I had already connected with the Cult, because Bet told me they were our best chance of being able to stop Zsolt before he became too dangerous. She said she saw Father in him. I believed she meant Father’s spirit had returned to claim Zsolt as his ally, and with her having changed my memories, I didn’t remember the man Father truly was. I could only see her created memories of a man I believed would do anything in order to destroy what Bet had done.
“She told me about the block. How she was protecting us all from another Father, someone who tried to control all magic for his own ends, and as she said those words, memories of Father killing my siblings came back to me. As the favorite, she made me the one he left for last, because he was doing what he could to convince me to work with him.
“Watching him kill Henrik and the other nulls, it was easy enough for me to believe Bet when she told me Father was the one who killed them all. Now I believe it was Bet who killed them, but I don’t think it was as much a choice for her as it might have seemed to be.
“Remembering her as she was when she was adapting my memories, so I remembered everything the way she wanted me to… she was broken. The fear in her eyes, the belief all magic was dangerous, was real, because of the life she’d been living, something I’m certain she wished was different. Had she talked to someone… well, that would mean admitting there was something wrong, something she wasn’t willing to do.”
“Bet’s father chose a favorite.” I thought of what we knew about the woman who’d changed magic for all of us. “It seems like Bet’s magic broke her, but before that, her father’s choice to pick one of her siblings as the favorite damaged her.”
“Zsolt’s used that himself, more than once. How painful it is to be viewed as less than your sibling. Bet… Father used to talk about how close the two of them were, and he always hoped she’d be able to find someone who loved her the way she deserved to be loved. I don’t think it was ever going to happen. She was too focused on her brothers, how they were meant to look after her, almost trapped in that time period when she was a teenager.”
“Like we were.”
“Making the Council was something Bet talked to me about, because I had my doubts about the choice she was making. She believed it was the most logical option. As there were very few deep magic users still alive, with most of them being children, she thought it would be best for her to keep watch over what she’d done, and that meant using the same ritual on all those who joined the Council later.
“She originally told me it was for consistency, to have a strong Council who’d be able to protect all those with magic, because before that we had nothing. Later, it became obvious she had other plans for it, plans I hate to admit I agreed with, because the fear she created got the better of me.
“Choosing to work with the Cult wasn’t easy, as there was mutual distrust. Marcel’s death, alongside Bet, made them less inclined to accept me, due to me being a powerful and dangerous mage. Only then Zsolt left the Council, changing everything. They believed I was their best chance at getting to my son. At the time, I was. I wanted to do whatever I had to in order to stop Zsolt, seeing him as my father reincarnated, which he isn’t.”
“If we’re to take him at his word, he was always doing what he could to save the world.”
Evelin turned to look at me, all of us stopping for a moment. “Do you believe him?” I raised an eyebrow. “Technically, because of the lives you’ve been through, you aren’t Sable, but I know you have her memories. Out of everyone, you probably know Zsolt the best. You’re the only one who can tell me right now if it’s worth accepting what he’s been saying.
“He gave my memories back. I know Bea helped to make it possible, something I truly doubt she would have done if she thought for a moment Zsolt was doing it to harm me, so I’m willing to give him the benefit of the doubt at this point. Only we both know he’s made some very dark decisions to get us to where we are right now. Were they the only choices he could have made?”
I was back in the Academy. The last night we fought each other, Zero told me I could still make the right choice, rather than make the same mistakes as the rest of the Council. “That doesn’t mean he was doing it for the right reasons, Evelin. Zsolt’s good with words. Good at getting people to believe what he wants them to, and there’s a chance he’s doing the same with Bea.
“At the same time, I also know people change. Zsolt’s lived for centuries. The man I knew, the man I fought, and the man he is now are three very different people. Did he believe at the time they were the only options he had? I think he did. Would he make the same choices now? He’d say yes, but I don’t know if that would be the truth.
“Maybe it was always necessary. Without going back to change everything, we have no way of knowing whether he was right. I don’t know if I’d be willing to trust him now, but there’s one person I am going to trust - and that’s Bea. If she says we do what Zsolt believes we need to do, then we do it. She went to learn what we need to know, if we’re going to save magic from the Cult.”
Nodding, Evelin smiled, like I had put her mind at ease. “You’re right. Bea is the one this all rests on. She’s going to be fighting Zsolt, if that’s what it ends up turning into, while we’re all there for moral support. Nothing more.”
“I wish it wasn’t.” We started walking again, Evelin between us. “Bea deserved a chance to live a normal life, rather than being caught up in this mess.”
“She’s the daughter of a powerful mage, Sab. Even if she wasn’t a part of this, she’d never be able to live a normal life. At this point, she’d be a target of the Cult, but she wouldn’t know who they were. At least this way she has a chance of fighting them. She inherited the power of our family. It can, as we both know, be something that can change the world. She wants to change it for the better.”
Pulling the map out of my bag to check it one last time, I shrugged. “Unlike Bet.”
“Father tried to stop Bet. He believed there was a way. With the help of a couple of nulls, he’d be able to rebalance her power, to give her a chance to free herself from the grip of it. Only he never got a chance. Bet decided she didn’t want the help, choosing to fight her way out. I don’t understand why. I think she feared all magic by that point, so even nulls terrified her, because they could use the power of their mage.”
“Can you teach Brendan?”
“No, because I wasn’t a null. Normally, a null was taught by another null, and skills were passed down from one generation to the next. Henrik and Father grew up together. They were friends long before their had any kind of connection, which was part of the reason theirs was as strong as it was. I know something about what it means to be a null, but I wasn’t old enough to have my own when Bet changed my life.
“I probably had another couple of years before I came into my full power. Father was working with a couple of people to find me my null for when the time came. There were a couple of tests to see how things would work, with more of them being planned. But everything changed. Father ‘changed’, and I was running for my life.
“Bet’s choice had an effect on me, too. I’m not as strong as I would have been had she never done what she did. She told me it was for the best, knowing when my son was born, he’d end up being far stronger. It was something that really worried her. We talked about what it meant many times. She promised me she’d do whatever she could to help Zsolt learn until she made me believe my son was trying to kill me.”
“You believed her for a reason. Until then, you didn’t think she’d lied to you, and she’d saved your life.” We were almost where we needed to be to deal with the next Exiled. And then one step closer to whatever came next. “She was doing the same thing again.”
“He was my son, Sab.” Evelin sighed. “I keep coming back to that. I believed my child was trying to kill me, even though, at that point, he’d shown no sign of being a danger to anyone. Yes, there was a darkness within him, but that wasn’t necessarily a bad thing. It simply meant he’d need a little more guidance than he might have done otherwise. Believing Bet doesn’t make sense to me now. Trusting her the way I did… it was basically a trauma bond.
“Letting him think we’d both died was also Bet’s decision. Ambrus didn’t even know the truth to begin with. He honestly believed he’d buried both of us, but he hadn’t. I didn’t dare tell him the whole truth. How I’d given birth to our daughter, and we were living our lives together in the library, because I was certain he’d do whatever he had to in order to be a dad for Ilona if he knew about her.
“I will never stop regretting the choice I made. I lied to him, telling him Ilona hadn’t survived, and I didn’t dare return to the cottage. Ambrus knew me better than anyone, so he might have known I was lying to him the whole time. Yet after that, he was still the man I loved whenever I saw him.”




Chapter 24: Beatrice

Standing outside the main Cult stronghold, the first town they’d claimed, I gathered power, feeling Zsolt do the same thing next to me. Ebony did not know what was about to go down, and if things were the way we’d planned, she wasn’t going to find out until the next time she reconvened with her allies.
“Are you ready?”
“How can anyone be ready for something like this?” I glanced at him, seeing a flicker of amusement. “Yes, I know you’ve done something like this before when you transformed Brendan into a null.” I shook my head. “Unlike you, I’m not normally inclined to harm people, and this… well, I accept it’s a logical choice.”
“Back to that, are we?”
“You know what I meant, Zsolt.”
“Oh, I know what you meant, and you meant it exactly the way you said it, because you’re never truly going to forgive me. It’s the sensible thing to do. You’re only gaining skills from me as you know I’m your best chance of learning.”
“Until recently, I’d have agreed with that.”
Falling silent as Zsolt studied me, I focused on the town in front of me. Trapping it in time without killing the people within it was more complicated than what he’d done before, because he didn’t care about anyone back then. All he cared about was transforming Brendan into a null, which might not have worked. I wasn’t willing to walk that path when I knew there were innocent people in the town who hadn’t chosen the Cult.
Deciding not to say anything more, Zsolt stepped forward, drawing the last sigil on the ground. With that in place, I felt my power being called to it, something I’d never experienced before. He moved back to where I was, gripping my hand in his, breathing in deeply. I followed his breaths, the way he taught me.
In doing so, our power synced, all working toward the same goal, to take the Cult’s leader from them. No one, other than the two of us, could see the town any longer, and I was almost certain we’d only enter it once after the ritual was complete. Both of us wanted to know who was in charge.
Power slowly wrapped around the town, following the sigils. They were ones I’d put together from the lesson I learned. Zsolt wasn’t willing to leave anything to chance, so he double checked everything, pointing out different options, but he hadn’t changed the sigils. Instead, he gave me possibilities I could use in the future, in the unlikely event I needed them.
Zsolt squeezed my hand, and I focused on the town rather than my thoughts. We were there. I closed my eyes for a moment, going through everything before it happened, both of us chanting at the same time. A good ritual used multiple elements to make it strong. Looking at the town in front of me, I could see it wavering.
The problem with what we were doing was it used a lot of power. Both of us working together made it easier, but I knew it would drain almost everything I had. When it was done, I didn’t let myself react. Zsolt didn’t let go of my hand for a few seconds after, as though he were making sure I was still good. I probably would have collapsed before, if it hadn’t been for the strength I’d gained while I was with him, my use of the magic within me making me someone I almost didn’t recognize.
“You good to go?”
“Of course.”
Turning to me, Zsolt shook his head. “I will not use any signs of weakness against you, Beatrice. We’ve been through this a hundred times.”
“Maybe you won’t, but that doesn’t mean there aren’t other people watching me who might.”
“People who won’t get anywhere near you.” He gestured for me to follow him, the way he did far too often, but then I did always follow him. It normally meant he needed to walk while he talked, and I was becoming more certain as time passed he had picked up the habit from Rayner. “You know that.”
“Still, better to be safe than sorry.”
Entering the town, members of the Cult ran toward us, only to find they stopped a certain distance away. Zsolt wasn’t letting them get close to either of us. I held a similar shield slightly within his, something I’m sure he saw as useless. That didn’t mean I wasn’t going to do what I felt was necessary as a failsafe.
“Well, this is interesting.” A woman stepped out of one of the grandest houses, and, even though I’d never met the woman, I knew straight away it was Bet. “Hello, Zsolt. Or should I call you Zero now?”
“Names are power, Bet, as I’m sure you remember.” Zsolt smiled. “I thought it was you.”
“You did? I suppose it makes sense. From the beginning, you were much smarter than you should have been.” Bet turned her attention to me. “Until I heard from a friend you were working with my nephew, I honestly thought you had more sense than that.” She shook her head, seeming almost disappointed, as though it was going to affect me. “Seeing the two of you together… I remember you telling me you would never have a child, only there she is.”
“As you were killing all those with deep magic, I didn’t have many options, did I?” Zsolt moved forward, closer to Bet, so I went with him reluctantly. “With my child, I’d stand a far better chance of being able to protect this world from your people.”
“The Cult weren’t my people for a long time. For a few lifetimes, I believed I’d be able to undo what you did.” She looked at me once more. “You know about that, right? How Zsolt took my magic from me, telling me it was a punishment for my choices, as though he had any way of being able to understand. He was a remnant of a time I saved us from.
“Only he didn’t see things the same way I did. Why would he? He had power, so similar to my brother, enough I thought I’d be able to manipulate him into doing what I wanted him to. Of course, my brother was also stubborn. I probably should have known better, but he was a child when I started.”
For a few seconds, all I could do was stare at Bet, not quite able to believe the words she was saying. Hearing her admit she’d been willing to turn Zsolt into someone else so brazenly.
“A child with a pregnant mother.”
Bet made a face. “Evelin was easy to manipulate. A bit of memory magic, and she believed I was her savior. She accepted everything I told her after I saved her from her father, even though that never actually happened.”
“Fortunately, Mother knows the truth about you now.” There was a flicker of uncertainty in Bet’s eyes as Zsolt took a step forward. “Many years of studying the magic you tried to destroy helped me to make it possible, along with a little power from Beatrice.” Bits of it were lies, but I understood the reason for it. “Did she learn you were the one pulling her strings even now?”
“I haven’t seen Evelin in years now, and when I did, she had no reason to think I was the leader of the Cult. This lifetime it seemed best to keep my distance as we got closer to the final battle.”
“You were probably right. I don’t think she’d be too willing to forgive you, considering the choices you made. Until I removed the new memories, I didn’t realize how thorough you’d been, going right through into Mother’s childhood, making it similar to yours. How she was always scared of Grandfather, even though that wasn’t the case. He was a good person. Someone I know you came to hate, but that doesn’t change the facts.”
“Hate isn’t the right word, Zsolt.” Bet stepped closer to us, touching the shield wrapping around us. “Are you truly scared of me?”
“No, Bet, I’m not, but I know you better than to think you haven’t gathered some strong people around you. Have you told them the whole truth about what you’re doing?” Zsolt looked around at all the gathered people, and I could see a smile touching his lips. “I assume she has for you to be here, choosing to work with her against the danger of magic. Magic that has been a part of you ever since before you were born.
“For your entire lives you’ve lived with it in the air, the water, the earth… there’s never been a day when you haven’t used it, even if it was for something simple. To light a lamp. To do up an annoying shoelace.” He gestured, and lights appeared all around the town. “You see them, and you know you’d be able to do something similar.
“Letting go of it simply means living a different life, right?” I watched as some nodded, telling me Bet hadn’t been honest with them, because if she had, they’d know. “Only it doesn’t. You are magic.” He looked at Bet once more. “She isn’t. She’ll survive. My decision to take her magic from her protects her from what’s going to come when she destroys magic for good.
“She doesn’t care about you. She only cares about what she wants. Originally it was to limit the power anyone had, before she slowly came to believe the Cult were right. Magic needed to be eradicated. To be removed from every part of our lives, including all of you. The bodies you have are full of magic, and suddenly…” He snapped a finger. “It’s all going to be gone. One moment, you’ll be able to light a lamp. The next you won’t.
“It’s so much more than that, though. Being seeped in magic our whole lives…” He looked at me, and I could see the emotions in his eyes. “Take magic from a person who has always lived with it, and you’re going to kill them. It’s not just going to be magic she takes from you, and the families you probably made the decision for, but your lives.
“There are those who’ll survive it. Most of them will be nulls, or those with very limited magic. Everyone else…” Both of us gestured, and the families I was sure had gathered around as Zsolt spoke were on the ground. It wasn’t real, but the people around us had no way of knowing that, especially as they were feeling their own magic being pulled from them. “You should probably think long and hard about what you’re going to do.”
Turning, we both walked together toward where we’d entered the town, hearing people asking Bet the kinds of questions I was certain she didn’t want to answer. Choosing not to tell her followers they were going to die was the logical thing to do in order to garner their support. Unfortunately for her, it meant it would be easy enough for us to do what we did, turning them all against her.
Someone followed us. It was probably Bet, but I didn’t turn to look. As we left through the main gate, we both stopped, waiting for the moment. “What have you done?”
Dropping the shield, Zsolt took my hand in his, preparing to take the two of us back to his home. “Solved a problem.” He laughed. “You’re going to be there for a while, Bet, because only those with deep magic can do what I did, and as far as I know, none of your allies have broken through the block yet.”
“Ebony has.”
“Yes, she has, and she’s also going to learn a very important lesson today. I don’t think you should rely on her.” As he said those words, I heard the sound of wings, Ebony landing in front of the two of us with her dragon, the confusion on her face obvious. “Hello, Ebony.” He smiled, tightening his grip on my hand. “I knew it was you ever since you decided to work with them. You’ll have to see if you can figure out how to undo what we did.”
Ebony looked between us and leapt off her dragon, darting forward, frantically scrubbing one sigil off the ground. There was no doubt she knew better than to think it would be that easy, but she still had to try. Zsolt looked away, probably because he didn’t trust himself. He was still furious with her, even though he’d done a good job of keeping it from her.
“Choosing the Cult was stupid.”
Ebony glared at me. “Without them I’d be trapped for the rest of eternity, Beatrice. You don’t understand what that feels like.”
“No, I don’t, but there were other solutions.” Tugging my hand free of Zsolt’s, I moved close to her, placing a hand on her breastbone. “Like this one.”
Both Bet and Ebony could see what I was doing, but they couldn’t see each other. When I broke Izzy’s contract, it took time. Breaking the link between Zsolt and Ebony took seconds. When I was done, she stared at me, her eyes wide as she ran her hands down her sides. “What did you do?”
“If you die, then your soul won’t be Zsolt’s. I just saved you from that fate.” I smiled. “Instead, your life is now linked to the leys.” Even Zsolt looked at me, surprised. “If they’re destroyed, your soul will be ripped to shreds. There will be no future for you at all, because you worked with the Cult.”




Chapter 25: Brendan

“She did what?”
Izzy shook her head. “Tied Ebony’s soul to the ley lines. Knowing Bea, I think it’s unlikely anyone could break what she did apart from Zero, who probably won’t, no matter how he feels about all of this. It basically means Ebony has very limited options - with none of them being working with the Cult. The Cult want to bring an end to all magic, which will now destroy Ebony.
“Honestly, I know Bea’s capable of doing that, but it was still surprising. She helped me, Brendan, so it’s entirely possible it was a bluff, in the belief everyone was going to accept what she said. Including Zero. She didn’t warn him in advance, so he gave the reaction she wanted him to.”
Knowing what Zero and Bea had planned, we’d made certain there were people in place to watch, including Izzy. “What could she have done instead?”
“Bea didn’t break the contract the way she did mine. She altered it. Ebony’s soul could be tied to anyone’s now, even Zero’s. I don’t think it would have been so obvious if it was him, though. No, I think Bea’s got something planned, and she hasn’t shared it with anyone. Not even Zero.”
“Nate might know.”
“Maybe, but we know he’s in the middle of trying to evade Edric.” Standing, Izzy stepped over to the window, looking out at the gardens outside the Academy. “I trust Bea, in a way I’ve trusted no one else. What she did was as dark as the choices Zero had made in the past. From what Nate said when he told us about Edric, it’s obvious she’s been struggling with everything.”
“Wouldn’t you be? She knows the weight of the world is on her shoulders, and there’s half the world telling her to stop what she’s doing, because they know better.” I joined Izzy, wrapping an arm around her waist. “What she needs right now is support. If she tied Ebony’s soul to the ley lines, then so be it. There must be a reason for her choice.”
“Of course there is.” Rayner stepped into the room. “Bea wanted Ebony to be scared by what the future might hold for her and step away from the Cult. It was bad enough when Ebony was one of the Exiled. A dragon in the hands of the Cult is just frightening.”
Vibrations started in my pocket, and I pulled the crystal out. Bea blinked as she looked at me from within it. “Who’s there?”
“Both Izzy and Rayner.”
“Rayner, can you get Devin? I need to be quick before Zsolt comes back.”
“Don’t worry - I’m here.” Devin joined us. “What was it you wanted?”
“Yesterday changed things. Ebony is a danger, but she’s mitigated for now. She won’t do anything stupid when she thinks I tied her soul to the ley lines.”
The sigh of relief from Izzy was something that made Bea smile. “I knew you were bluffing.”
“Ebony, and Zsolt, needed to think I wasn’t. He won’t change it. When I learned she was working with the Cult, he said it her fate was up to me. As much as I think he hates what I did, he won’t go against it.”
“Who is she tied to?”
“Me.” Bea laughed. “It was the easiest thing for me to do, so I did it. She knew the link was broken between her and Zsolt. To her, it was the only thing that mattered. The contract is still in place. I haven’t broken it, and I won’t. We know she was the most dangerous of the Exiled, and it hasn’t changed, although it makes her the most dangerous of the Cult right now.”
“From where we were, we could see you trap the town, but not what happened when you went inside.” Izzy leaned a little closer to me. “Can you share?”
“Unsurprisingly, the current leader of the Cult is Bet, albeit in a different body now. She either did the same thing Sab did, or Zsolt did it to her. I couldn’t tell you for certain. He took her magic from her, which protects her if the Cult destroys the ley lines, and she wasn’t telling her people the truth. They believed they’d survive.
“Learning they wouldn’t is going to make things complicated for a time, but Bet’s not the only leader of the Cult. There are others. She’s not stupid. She’ll have people who can step in when something happens to her, leaving us in the position we are right now - where Bet’s got to deal with those who know the truth, and the rest trying to break the ritual that trapped the town in time.”
“How likely is it they could?” Rayner stepped around the crystal so he could see Bea better. “You’re the one who knows the most about that kind of magic.”
“Very unlikely.” Bea paused. “To do what we did took the both of us, because we weren’t doing the same thing Zsolt did before. We wanted everyone within the town to survive. Doing that took both of us, and breaking it will take two of us when the time comes. By then, we’ll have already completed the ritual to protect the leys, which is something we can’t forget.
“When we do, and we remove the block, things aren’t going to suddenly change, the way they would if the Cult destroyed magic.” She turned her attention to Rayner. “You know the choices Edric made. We need people to understand what we’re doing before they make it impossible to. They said they were holding the path open for us. If they make a different decision, we won’t be able to reach the Academy, let alone carry out the ritual.”
Sharing a look with Izzy, both of us certain Bea wasn’t being entirely honest, we said nothing. Whatever Bea wasn’t telling us, she’d kept it to herself for a reason. That was enough for me. Maybe it shouldn’t be, but I still trusted her. As Rayner nodded, raking a hand through his hair, it was obvious what she’d said was something he’d already been thinking about.
“I know, Bea, and we are working on it. People are being gathered now for us to share what the situation is. You know as well as I do I can’t make any promises. There’s no way of knowing how it will go. We may find they accept what we have to say, but there’s an equal chance they’ll decide you’re as much of a danger to them as Zsolt and the Cult.”
“Making that decision will kill them.” There was no emotion in Bea’s voice, which wasn’t like her. “Share with them the truth of the situation. If they stop us, what’s left of the protections on the ley lines will fail. The Cult won’t need to reach the Academy. Going from the heart is a preference, not a necessity. One by one, they’ll destroy the ley lines, until there’s none left. Each lost ley line will have a different effect. By the time the Cult is done, all those with anything above elementary magic will be dead.
“Fathers will have watched their entire family dying around them, and they’ll understand what they did, but by then it will be too late. There’s no fix when the first of the leys are destroyed. At least not for most people. When it happens, we might be able to get to the Academy and strengthen the heart. It’ll give us the land to the wards, nothing more. Anyone with magic will have a sanctuary.
“Of course, it won’t be enough. Magic will still fade, but it will be much slower. I won’t be able to replace the leys. No one can. It’s a natural thing, so, given time, they may return after centuries of no magic. By then, very few people will remember what magic was, and it’s likely we’ll end up going round in the same circles.”
“Whatever I say might not be enough. They can’t imagine what’s coming. I understand better than most, but it doesn’t mean I can make them see, any more than you can. Whatever happens, Beatrice, this isn’t your fault. You’re doing your best to help us, while there are those… well, they believe they’re doing what’s right. One day they’ll see how wrong they were. By then, though, there’s a chance it will be too late.”
Devin joined us at the window, looking straight at Bea, the understanding in his eyes something I didn’t think would be there. It was difficult to figure him out.
“Their choices are theirs alone. We work on what needs to be done, the way we have until this point. You know where you need to be and at what time, so we’ll do what we can to make certain that’s possible. There are people we can rely on. Unfortunately, some of those we believed were our allies previously have turned out not to be, but hopefully we’ll be able to change their minds about this, too.
“They fear what’s coming. That’s normal in this kind of situation, so we need to accept their decisions may be based on that, them letting their emotions get the better of them. They don’t want the world to change on them. We’ve all learned to work with things the way they are now, and we know it will not be a sudden change, but they need us to explain it to them.
“Like Rayner said, it might not be enough. All we can do is try our best. They’ll at least hear us out. After than they need to make their own decisions. Either way, it won’t stop us from moving forward. You said if the Cult don’t make it here, you should be able to use the Academy as a magical sanctuary.”
“For a time.” Bea stood, moving with the crystal, over to where there was a pile of books. “We’ve been going through the information we have on what it most likely to happen if the Cult destroys one of the ley lines. Fortunately for us, it’s never happened before, so all we have are theories, but theories are better than nothing.
“Before Zsolt’s grandfather learned they’d done a good job of hiding themselves from everyone. The Cult has existed as long as there’s been magic.” She pulled one book off the pile. “This is the journal of one of the first mages. I read it before, and his sister, born a null, was potentially the first to work to build up a group who were actively working against those with magic.
“Nulls, as we know now, are so much more than they seem, yet they hadn’t worked out all the nuances. There was anger from those who didn’t have any magic, leading to them wanting to bring an end to it. How could they accept something they couldn’t use?”
“At that point, the Cult were very open about what they were attempting to do.” Zero joined Bea, showing us one of the other books. “They didn’t believe anyone could stop them, only to find a group of mages were working on a way to protect the ley lines. Gathering over a hundred of them, they worked to do something we’re going to need to do again.
“They created protections that covered the ley lines, making it impossible for anyone to do damage to them. It used the power of the ley lines to strengthen them. Obviously, it’s much more complicated than that, and they weren’t the only ones working. At the end of all the ley lines, there were other small groups binding the protections throughout, leading to the Cult going into hiding. One thing I will say for them is that they’re very patient.”
“You said Bet’s now in control.” Devin seemed like he was talking more to Bea, probably incredibly uncomfortable with Zero being there, but it was something we’d got used to. He seemed to care enough about magic to help us, so we accepted it, knowing there was a chance he was using us all. “Her lack of magic protects her, so she could retake control in the future.”
“Unfortunately, yes.” Zero looked straight at Devin. “You never liked her either, did you?”
Devin raised an eyebrow. “No, I didn’t, but she was the one who offered me a place on the Council, so I was civil.”
“Strangely enough, you were the best judge of character of everyone. Bet wants control, more than anything. Honestly, I think it’s a family thing, and I see myself as being more like her than Grandfather, but it is what it is. Can’t do anything to change it now.”
“Bet’s manipulative magic could be wearing off.” We all stared at the crystal. “It may not have happened. There’s no way of being certain, because another family thing is apparently lying, so Bet admitting she manipulated Zsolt into making certain choices when she was younger may mean nothing. It’s also possible she might have been trying to use him.”
“Having no magic led her down the path she’s walked. We know she was working with the Cult before, using them to get what she wanted, and they did the same thing. Her being their leader is not a surprise. More than once I saw her being involved in this mess, so I had a feeling it was going to lead up to this, yet there was a part of me hoping I would never have to see her again.
“The decision she made puts her in a very good position to be the savior you all think I want to be. I don’t care how people see me. I made the choices I did for what I saw as the right reasons, and, yes, I used people. There’s no changing it now. Now I’m doing the best I can to save magic for everyone, even though I’m inherently evil.”




Chapter 26: Nate

Recreated map in front of me, I got a better idea of where the Exiled was, and what I needed to do next. Sab was also closing in on the other. Bea, it seemed, had dealt with Ebony, at least of a time. There was no doubt in any of our minds it was temporary. One way or another, we’d be dealing with the woman who had been Zero’s second in command.
I was looked up at the sky. Knowing the choices Ebony made in the past, I had no reason to believe any of us were safe. If she decided she wanted to get her revenge, she’d be able to do it easily enough on her dragon. Taking a deep breath, I focused once more on the closer Exiled. The more of them we dealt with quickly, the easier the next steps were going to be, but it wasn’t as though they were the only problem.
Closing my eyes, I checked my wards. I was letting paranoia get the better of me. After finding an ally had become an enemy, it was to be expected, especially as it wasn’t the first time it had happened. Evelin working with the Cult, until Zero gave her back the memories Bet took from her, and her being the reason Ilona had her face stolen, setting things in motion.
Zero was a potential ally, although I still didn’t trust him. I didn’t think any of us did, but we needed him if we were going to deal with the Cult. I knew what would happen to me, and Bea, if there was no more magic. The two of us were too tightly entwined with it to survive. At least she was working on other options, in case we didn’t stop the Cult.
Leaning back slightly, eyes on the sky once more, I heard someone moving toward me. I glanced down at the map to see it wasn’t the Exiled I was tracking. They’d got through my wards, so there was a chance they didn’t have any magic, which potentially wasn’t a good sign. The other option was worse, because it meant they were skilled enough to get through the wards I set. Out of everyone I knew with magic, there was a very short list of people who’d be able to.
“You’re getting better.” Bea stood in the trees, looking at me. “I almost couldn’t get through the wards. Brute forcing them worked well enough.”
At first, I stared at her. “Is that you, or are you trying out that thing Zero does sometimes?”
“Sending?” I guessed that was what I meant, so I nodded, hoping I was right. “No, he doesn’t want me Sending yet. Apparently, before I can do that, I must move my body around.”
Then she was in my arms, laughing. I kissed the top of her head. “Coming here was the first thing you thought of.”
“Of course.” She looked up at me, and I could see how much she longed to be with me again. “You’re the only person I could imagine being with right now.”
“How are you feeling?”
“I have no idea where to start.” Bea leaned against me, letting me take her weight. “I never thought it was going to be easy, Nate, but sometimes I think my life would be so much better if the two of us could hide away somewhere until someone else dealt with the problems.”
“Unfortunately, there’s no one else who could.” Gently, I drew her over to where I’d been sitting, holding her closely. “It’s us, or no one. We both know you wouldn’t walk away from the people who need you, however tired you were, and this is exhaustion talking.”
“Edric turning on us was the last straw, Nate. He’s been there since the beginning. I just… he knows us. If someone who knows us can truly see us as the problem, then I don’t even know where we are.”
“Neither do I. Still, that will not stop me. You understand this kind of feeling is part of the reason Zsolt made the choices he did, right?”
“Yes, which is why he sent me to find you.” Bea shook her head. “He doesn’t want me to follow in his footsteps. Apparently, you were my best chance at being able to see something good in the world.” A tear trickled down her cheek. “I don’t want to tell him he was right.”
“Then don’t.” I wiped the tear away. “He doesn’t need to know.”
“Maybe not, but he will.” She leaned against me again, resting her head on my chest, listening to my heartbeat. “Anyone else I could leave, Nathaniel, to find their own solution to the problem of the Cult, but you… I know you’re my reason. You have been for a long time now. Being apart is hard. We’ve talked, yes, but it’s nothing like this, being with you, knowing I can’t give up.”
“First time I met you, I knew you were going to be trouble. Turns out I wasn’t wrong.” I tightened my arms around her. “Being your reason… if I’m enough for you to keep fighting, then so be it. We’ve been through a lot to get to where we are. More than any other couple. I need you about as much as you need me.”
“Hence my decision to give you a copy of the spell I created back when I still had hope.” She sat up again. “Brendan has one too, if he actually went to get it, because Rayner’s been thinking about the future, too.”
Staring into the fire, I considered what to say before I spoke, because it was far too easy for me to say something I might regret. “For Zero?”
“For Zsolt, not Zero.” Bea moved slightly, so she could look at me. “Rayner, after all this time, loves Zsolt, even though I can understand why you’d be against the idea of it happening.” She smiled. “If it was me…”
“Bea…”
“We both know emotions aren’t as easy as we might want them to be.” She kissed my cheek. “Love is one of the most complicated of all, and I can understand why Rayner loved Zsolt. I’ve been able to see sparks of him, but I don’t know if anything will come of this. Izzy and Brendan were willing to help.”
“It doesn’t surprise me. The two of them are much closer than they were before, and I think they both deserve a future together, if that’s what they want.”
“Considering the choices she’s made, I think she’s one of the few people who can understand Brendan, and he’s the same with her. Both of them had their lives on hold in different ways. Now they have a chance to live, only to find we must deal with the Cult before that’s a possibility, so they’re thrown themselves into it in a way I didn’t quite expect.
“I know they’re right for each other. They’re another reason for me to keep going, however hard it is. I want to give them a future. Maybe it’s going to end up being one of the hardest things I’ve ever done, but I want them to have something more than they have up to this point.”
I smiled, stroking some of Bea’s hair off her face. “The same way you do Rayner and Zsolt.”
“Anything is possible, Nate. When I first met you, I know the plan was to kill me, and we ended up at the point where I literally created a spell in order to save your life, so I can’t exactly be against the possibility of the two of them having some kind of happy ending. I couldn’t say Zsolt deserves it, but I also understand, at least in some small way, how Rayner feels.”
“You’re kinder than I am. Personally, I think he’s lost his mind.”
Bea laughed. “How about we talk about what you’re up to instead? I know you’re close to another of the Exiled, and the last one basically gave up as long as he didn’t have to be connected with Zsolt any longer.”
“The sigils worked perfectly, at least as far as I can tell.”
“Unfortunately, I have no way of telling whether another soul has joined the collection around Zsolt. That is something I’ve been working on, so we can get an idea of how many there are, because I will not trust him until this is over. If he doesn’t try to use my power to take control, then I’ll accept he really made the choices he did so we had a chance of being able to save magic.
“With the others, it might be more of a struggle. Some of them are still going to be loyal to him, trusting the choices he’s made to get them to where they are. I don’t get it, after everything they’ve been through, especially as I know it wasn’t unusual for some of the Exiled to truly hate each other.
“Before I learned about Ebony’s decision to work with the Cult, she was telling me stories about some of the past Exiled. From what she said, they’re all dead now, their fellow Exiled having killed them in order to move up the ranks. She was the only one who was safe, and that was purely because she was stronger than the rest of them, although I have a feeling there were times when she also killed some of them, for Zero.
“If the Exiled weren’t strong enough, or following the orders they were given, Zero would have them removed, only it meant he’d gain a soul he could use for power. There are, if Ebony’s stories were true, at least ten of them, along with a couple of deaths from when they attacked the Academy before.”
“All that, and you’re talking about giving him a chance.”
“People change, Nate. You changed.” Bea ran her fingers over the side of my face. “He says I changed him. Maybe I did. Maybe I didn’t. Who knows, maybe we’re going to wake up tomorrow to find this was nothing more than an elaborate dream. I know what he’s capable of, and I’m also understanding what I might be capable of, given the right impetus.
“Ebony believes she’s had her soul linked with the ley lines. I let her think if anything happened to them, her soul would be torn apart. Zsolt believed me, which says something about how convincing I must have been. I feel like I could have done it for real if I wanted to.
“Underneath the town they’ve chosen is one of the leys, which is part of the reason they’re there. It’s also close to the Academy. Feeling it there, knowing Ebony had chosen to work with them even after Zsolt saved her from them in the past, I could have used it right then to make her regret every choice she’d ever made.
“Instead, I tortured her psychologically. She’s going to spend all her time through the next months thinking her soul will be torn apart if the Cult destroys magic the way they’re planning on doing. I never saw myself as being manipulative, able to let my anger lead to me lying to Ebony.”
“People change.” Bea stared at me, mouth opening, and I pressed a finger gently to her lips. “You’ve been through so much in the last few months. Sometimes we let our emotions get the better of us, Bea, and you made a decision that is going to affect Ebony in the future. She willingly became the first of the Exiled, working by Zero’s side, but there’s a chance she might always have been one of the Cult, using him to get the information they needed.
“He was the only person we know of who was working on a ritual to protect the ley lines. I believe him when he says that. Protecting them doesn’t mean he couldn’t control them like Bet. We both know she’s much more complicated than she appeared to begin with, when it seemed like she was a Samaritan willing to help those of us who were the strongest.
“Neither of us trust Zero, which is the logical choice. We’ve accepted his help, because it’s the best thing we could do, meaning you’re the only other person who knows enough to recreate the ritual. Ebony might have wanted to be in the same position, to stop it from working.”
“She tried to get closer to me. I think she saw me as a way to keep Zsolt from being able to complete the ritual, or teach me enough to convince me to change it - because she wanted to turn over a new leaf.” Bea leaned back, looking up at the sky the same way I had been. “We haven’t seen her since I told her about the leys. I don’t know where she is, which worries me more than anything else.
“Ebony was Zero’s most trusted Exiled. He believes her decision to work with the Cult is new, but we can’t be certain of that. He might not have been willing to see the truth about her. Seeing the truth would mean the one person he believed would follow him no matter what he did was lying the whole time.”
“You said it yourself - anything is possible.” I looked at the map. “Sab and I were planning on dealing with the next Exiled tomorrow. Are you going to still be here, or do you need to go back?”
“Unfortunately, the latter. I must prove to Zsolt I could make the journey here, and then back. That means I need to take something with me that’s yours.” She smiled. “Got any ideas?”




Chapter 27: Sab

There was no movement, which was good. I hated watching the map, but there was no reason to move yet, while we were still trying to get an idea of who it was we were going to be dealing with. Nate was in a very different position. He was more skilled with deep magic than I was, his connection stronger, making it easier for him to fight against the Exiled.
Some of my skills were returning, while others… I stared into the fire. That was where the problem was coming from. Rather than accepting I was someone else, the way I’d been able to more in the past, I was seeing myself as her. I wasn’t the Sable from before. The two of us were very similar, but we weren’t the same, so there was no reason for me to think I could use deep magic the same way.
Nate had no expectations. If he was someone who’d been able to use deep magic in a previous life, he had no memories of it. No reason to think he should be able to use it in a certain way, the way I did. Closing my eyes, I breathed in deeply, connecting with the leys the way I had done before. Back then, I didn’t truly understand what I was doing, simply following the lessons Zsolt taught me. He was the one who helped me to see I what I was capable of.
Letting myself accept I wasn’t Sable, and the woman I’d become was someone entirely different, I tried to learn more about who I was. The magic I had within me. Yes, I could still use deep magic, lost to most, until Bea could break whatever it was Bet did.
Izzy found she was best at connecting with the memories of buildings, but in time she’d learn more about what she could do. Bea was capable of the kinds of things I wasn’t when I was Sable. I didn’t want to be like her, and yet, although I hated to admit it to myself, I was jealous of her. Nate, having his soul returned to his body, was stronger than Bea, which was partly due to him learning what his physical capabilities were. Comparing myself to the three of them was a mistake.
Yet it was what I was doing. I should be stronger. Better. More capable. Going up against the Exiled alone, the way Nate was. Only I couldn’t. I needed help from Ilona, while Evelin offered to stay back, knowing we were still working through a lot of emotions because of the choices she made.
Opening my eyes, I found Evelin watching me. “Do you want to talk about it?”
“When I have ever wanted to talk about it.” I raked a hand through my hair, seeing the amusement in her eyes. “Knowing I need to talk about something doesn’t change the fact I often don’t want to talk about it, especially something like this.”
“You don’t need to be Sable.”
“Maybe not to anyone else.” I looked down at my hands. Even they were different to Sable’s, not that I thought anyone else could tell. Physically, the body I’d been born into could have been her twin. “They see me one way. I see myself another.”
“Do you want to be her?”
“Probably not.” I let my mind revisit Sable as she was when she was the same age as me, fresh on the Council, trying to find a path for myself as Zsolt spent most of his time in the library. “Sable always needed someone, starting with Zsolt. If I’d have been comfortable with the thought of being on the Council without him, our entire future would have been different.”
“It would.” Evelin sat next to me, holding her hand out. “Can I do something?”
“It depends what it is.”
“The future is complicated. Very few of us can see it. With the past, it’s different, along with the other possibilities our lives might have held. I may be able to help put your mind at ease a little, if I was to share that life with you, although I believe it might be something Zsolt’s already done.”
“Zsolt can’t be trusted.” I held my hand out, letting her take it. “This will either confirm or deny what he told me, which will give me a better idea of whether I should be more willing to accept what he’s told me more recently.”
Closing her eyes, Evelin connected with the ley, something I didn’t think she’d done while she was still working with the Cult. “You specifically want the lifetime where you’re the only one of the Council?”
“Anything would help. The more information I have, the better.”
Nodding, Evelin smiled, her eyes still closed. “Ambrus was the one who taught you to gather all the information you could before making any decision.” The smile faded. “I miss him, more now than I did before. I was always scared back then he was going to learn I was keeping Ilona from him. What I should have done was to allow him to see her, but the chance is gone now.” She shook her head. “Sable becoming the only Council member… oh, that’s not good.
“Pushing for Zsolt to join, even though it might not feel like it, was the right decision. Alone… well, Bet was a danger to all of us, Sab, and she was willing to do whatever she believed needed to be done. That included killing you. You could use deep magic, even though, in that lifetime, you knew nothing about it.
“Other lives you were the one who walked the path Zsolt is on now. You knew the truth about the Cult, about Bet, and the way she was using the Council, but none of them heard what you had to say. It made you angry. You were different, because before you moved forward you killed the entire Council, including Zsolt, because he didn’t listen to you either. You were furious with him. He should have listened.
“The problem with that is there was no one to keep the Academy running. Without the Academy you didn’t have any allies, not that I’m sure I can call the Exiled allies. You go to this point alone, with no one to help you stop the Cult, and they’d still grown. My memories were still gone. So many were actively working against you, even though you were the only one who knew what was to come.”
“You’re telling me similar stories to Zsolt.” I nodded, not taking my hand away, even though I wasn’t sure I wanted to hear anything more. “He said when I was dark, I was more dangerous than he could imagine being. You seem to agree with him, so maybe he was right.”
“Sable was alone. Zsolt had people. They may not always have been the right people, and I will not pretend he made the choices I would in his position, but he was never fighting alone. He always had a plan. I think, even though I can’t be certain of it, he even knew the time would come when he’d have a daughter who might end up becoming his own true ally.”
“Bea’s working with him to save magic, Evelin.”
“I know, putting magic first, the way Zsolt always has.” Evelin opened her eyes, looking at me, head tilted slightly in the way she used to do when I was much younger. I hadn’t even realized she’d stopped. “He sees a lot of himself in her, while I see a lot of my father.”
“We know all those who can use deep magic now have a bloodline connection to those who could before.”
Evelin was silent for a moment, staring at nothing. “Bet killed those with the most power to begin with, gathering it to be used when she was ready, something she did then do - when she completed the ritual. Without it, she wouldn’t have been able to do what she did. Father was one of the last on her list, along with us. I don’t know why she spared me.
“Considering how close I was to Father, she probably saw using me as another way to make him pay for what he’d done. I don’t know exactly how Bet thought. Many people died, but there were those who weren’t targets because they were too weak for her to use them. When she changed magic, they probably couldn’t use magic any longer. Fortunately, it wasn’t something that would kill them.
“Bet created the Academy to gather the strongest of those with magic, and at first there weren’t many of them. Then things changed. I believe magic worked through the block, evolving into something different, so this was always going to be possible. More people were called to join, which made her angry. I remember her talking about how happy her fellow Council members were. She became disillusioned, and I have a feeling that was the time she first started working with the Cult.
“It wasn’t until I left the library, meeting Ambrus, she realized someone being born with the ability to use the old magic was possible. She wasn’t happy with me for trying to live my life. When I first introduced her to Ambrus, I remember her asking me if I was sure I wanted to tie my life to someone else when no one could truly be trusted. I told her I loved him, so she dropped it, but I think she was always looking for a way to get me away from him.
“Zsolt was the way she found. Going back to the library, Bet and I talked about my other child’s future. Bet promise me she’d help teach Zsolt, but when we realized what he was doing, it seemed like it would be best to change those plans, even though I had already started with some lessons. We decided it was best to focus on Ilona. By the time Ilona was old enough, Bet was focused on Zsolt, saying she needed to stop him, and I think that was when she first realized what might happen.
“From there she started gathering those who could use deep magic too, with the strongest being given a place on the Council. I’m almost certain if you went back, you’d find most of them ended up dying young. She wanted to prevent it from ever coming back.”
“During the time Zsolt has been working against the Cult, it’s been similar. I don’t know exactly what he was doing, but they were killing many people with deep magic, which is potentially one reason Zero created the Exiled. He was doing what he could to protect them, while also trying to force them to become stronger, by fighting against each other.”
“Most people who can use deep magic now, Sab, aren’t connected to it the way we were. They must go through something that changes them. Bea did when she was very young, and there’s a chance she might not even remember it. The only reason I know it happened is because of my connection with the Cult.”
“What are you talking about?”
“Zsolt did a very good job of protecting Bea. He was there whenever the Cult were, apart from one time. It’s possible he doesn’t know about it either, but she was the one who saved herself then, using her deep magic to take the magic of those who were trying to harm her. She can’t have been much older than three. They were prepared to kill her.
“From the story they told, one of them was closer than the others. She seemed like she was sleeping, so they had no reason to think they were in danger, and Zsolt was being watched on the other side of the country. Only then she reached out with one hand, putting it on the arm of the man who was closest to her, draining him of all the magic he’d had, with it chaining the other two.
“That’s not something she should have been able to do, but she could. It was obviously deep magic, making her even more dangerous than the Cult realized, but there was nothing they could do. Without their magic, they ran for their lives. Whoever was watching Zsolt failed somewhere, because one of them returned to tell us what Bea did.”
“She came into her power, then?”
“Yes, I think. She’s strong, Sab, and more capable than most of us, so I’m not surprised it’s hard to be friends with her.”
“Being who I am now is very different. Coming to terms with that is one of the hardest things I’ve ever had to do.”
“For the first time in many lifetimes, you’re also working with other people who had deep magic. This is unusual, and you’re doing the best you can.”
“My best isn’t enough, Evelin.”
“Of course it is. You don’t need to be like them.” Evelin squeezed my hand. “We need you to be who you are, even though that person isn’t who you were before. You aren’t Sable. I know that better than anyone. That doesn’t mean you aren’t skilled in your own right. All we need to do is work to find out what it is you can do now, which means letting go of who you were.
“Sometime I know you were already beginning to do. I could feel it. Sable didn’t make any real mistakes. She always did the best she could, and she probably wouldn’t think it was enough either, because her best got her killed. I believe you’re the one who was meant to be here.”
“I don’t think she’d ever have been able to forgive Zsolt enough to accept working with him.”
“No, she probably wouldn’t.” Evelin laughed. “Honestly, I couldn’t imagine it either, but he gave me a precious gift. Seeing him as he was… the boy I raised is still in there somewhere, whoever he’s become in the time since then. The darkness isn’t all he is.”




Chapter 28: Beatrice

There was no sign of Zsolt, but there was a dragon in the garden, and I knew it meant something. Reaching the door, at the very edge of the wards, I looked out, my eyes meeting with those of the dragon for a moment. I couldn’t see Ebony. Not being able to see someone didn’t mean they weren’t there, especially when their dragon was. Choosing not to step out, not willing to fight an angry Exiled, I stepped back once more.
“Of course you’re going to rely on the wards.” Ebony’s voice came from the shadows, but I still couldn’t see her. “Why wouldn’t you? You know I’m stronger than you.”
“No, I know you aren’t.” I kept my voice as level as possible. “Did you have a reason for the visit? I’m assuming you waited until Zsolt was gone for a reason.”
“I wanted to talk to you.” Ebony stepped forward. I could see the fear in her eyes, something that hadn’t kept her from donning one of the most beautiful outfits I’d seen on her yet. “Why did you do it? I thought the two of us could work together.”
“Until I realized you’d betrayed us all.” I gestured at the dragon. “You were willing to kill your closest companion.”
“Had either of you bothered to say a word to me, you would have known it wasn’t how it seemed.”
“So this is the point where you tell me you weren’t working with the Cult? You were simply infiltrating them to get information because you believed we might need it in the future, right? As though I’m going to believe you.”
“Zsolt saved me from them. Do you really think I’d throw everything away when I know what they’re capable?”
“Yes, I do. Zsolt thought it too. He’s the one who showed me you were there, telling me I could deal with the problem however I saw fit. That’s what I did. You get to worry about your soul until the ley lines are protected, meaning you can’t help them. Of course, that’s going to be complicated, anyway. Bet’s trapped, and I’m pretty sure she was your main contact.”
“Beatrice, I need you to listen to me, rather than channel your inner Zero. I understand why you’re doing it, and you’re not entirely wrong.” Ebony moved closer to the door, her eyes on mine the whole time. “You have made up your mind, which is understandable, but I came here to ask you to help me. Honestly, I don’t care what you did to my soul, because it means you are focused on what you need to be, rather than on anything else.
“The Cult have plans. Bet has plans. You know that, and you’re doing what you can to stop them. Trapping Bet in time was a good choice, considering what it means for the rest of the Cult, although it will not stop them for good. You’ve bought a couple of weeks maybe, before one of her trusted secondaries steps into place. At this point, she has three of them.
“One, I know, has been stopped by Sable and Ilona. He’s still working with a group to undo the trap they created for him, which I don’t see happening soon. Possibly before they all die of dehydration. I don’t know how likely that is, because he’s not a fool, but it is a possibility.
“Then there’s two others. Both were trained by Bet to be ruthless to deal with you and Zsolt. I know one of them is already actively working against the towns who have stood against them, turning them against the idea of deep magic. Rayner has gone on the offensive there, and choosing him was the best decision you could have made.
“Finally, the last of them is quiet, but easily the most dangerous, because he has deep magic. He’s willing to use it, but he’s hidden the truth from Bet. According to some of what I’ve heard while I’ve been there, he believes he’s Zsolt’s son. Now we both know that’s not possible. You’re his only child. What I don’t know is who he could be, which is why I need your help.”
“After what I did, you think I’m going to walk out of here and leave the wards behind, because you say you need help?”
“For Zsolt, yes.”
“Why do you think I care that much about him?”
“Do you think I missed the connection the two of you have? You might want to hate him, but you don’t. Like me, you see the spark of light within him. That’s the reason I worked with him, and the reason I put everything at risk to make the Cult believe I was willing to work with them. We needed more information.”
“Information you never once shared with him.”
“Honestly, Beatrice, I didn’t know it was Bet. I never met her. Unlike Rayner and Devin, I joined the Council after she died. She never gave me that as her name. For the time being, she’s using Liza.” Ebony pressed her hand against the wards, right in front of my face. “Give me a chance. You say you’re stronger than me. I think you’re right. The two of us fighting isn’t worth it when we can learn something that might help Zsolt.”
She was right. If Ebony made a move, I could easily stop her. With a nod, putting my hand against hers, I stepped out into the garden. As I did, I heard footsteps behind me. They could only belong to one person. I glanced back to see Zsolt right there, the fury in his face something I couldn’t miss.
Looking at Ebony, I could tell she could see it, too. Gripping my hand tighter, giving me a smile, the two of us sprinted for the dragon, Zsolt close behind us. I don’t quite know how we were both able to get on without Zsolt being able to stop either of us, but we did. Then we were flying, as he sent spells after us, but it wasn’t enough. Brushing them aside, telling myself I hadn’t just signed my death warrant, I focused on staying on the dragon.
As she had before, Ebony wrapped her arm around my waist, anchoring me against her. “You could toss me off easily enough.”
“Trust me, I will not pretend I didn’t think about it, but I’m not going to make Zsolt any angrier. My decision to take you now is going to make things more complicated. If I didn’t need the help, I wouldn’t have thought about it. Unfortunately, I do, because the library is the best chance I have of learning who he is.”
“What’s the plan? You want me to go with you?”
“Come with me. Between the two of us, we stand a better chance of being able to find it today, rather than next week.” She laughed. “I didn’t think you’d agree to this. Any sensible person would have told me to leave and never return. Instead, you’re flying with me to help me out, after making it obvious you’re about as ruthless as Zsolt is.”
“I did what I had to do.”
“Strangely enough, I don’t hold it against you. Had I been in the same position, I’m not sure I’d have been skilled enough to do what you did, especially with the time you had. Zsolt told me before we needed you, and I said he was wrong. You weren’t who he needed you to be. Only I was wrong, Beatrice. You’re exactly who we need you to be.”
During the journey, I thought more than once about telling Ebony the truth, only I had no reason to trust her. She said she wanted to get into the library, but until we got there, I couldn’t be certain she was telling me the truth. When she drew the dragon down, I saw a building I recognized. Again, I thought about it, before deciding it wasn’t the right time, at least until we had worked out who ‘Zsolt’s son’ was.
Landing a short distance away, close enough to walk easily but not so close it was likely someone would see the dragon, we slipped off. I knew I would never get used to riding dragons, and Ebony caught me before I landed on the ground. Giving her an appreciative smile, I let her help me up.
Gesturing to the dragon who took off, she smiled back. “We should do that more often, get you used to it. It won’t be too long before she’s yours.”
For a few seconds, I couldn’t find the words to respond. Eventually, I shook my head. “What are you talking about?”
Stepping toward the library, keeping me with her, Ebony didn’t answer immediately. “Out of everyone, I think you’re the person I trust to be her next rider.”
“Ebony…”
“Look, I’m not saying I’m going to die, Beatrice, but we both know how dire the situation is. I’m on your side. Saving the ley lines is something I’ve been focused on since Zsolt told me what the Cult had planned. Being tied to them doesn’t scare me, because I believe in you. At the same time, I want to plan for the worst, as Zsolt believes I was working against him, which is more than enough for him to decide I should be dead.
“Choosing to land in the garden… I was terrified. Had he been the one to reach the door first, I’d have let it happen. You’d have still been my first choice. When you were there, I knew I made the right choice, but taking you from the house was risky. Another reason for Zsolt to kill me.
“There was one of the Exiled who thought Zsolt was joking. He couldn’t seriously care about what happened to you, right? I don’t know how old you were, Beatrice, but you were more than capable of looking after yourself, and you took his power.”
“I did what?”
“You were young. Some of us do it by accident, and from what Zsolt said, it wasn’t the first time. You’d done it before, with three Cult members. As a young child, you were dangerous.”
“How does that affect me now?”
“Less than you would think.” We reached the door, and I reached out to take Ebony’s hand, wrapping my magic around her. “It’s the main reason you can use deep magic the way you can. You went through a dangerous experience that changed you. From what I know, that must happen for it to be possible. The reason I can is that my family tried to kill me. Fox can because you broke her contact. Nathaniel can too, because you dragged his soul back into his body.”
“So, I wouldn’t have been able to use it had that not happened?”
“Probably not.” Entering the library, she slowly looked around. “He used to come in here all the time, wanting to check on Ilona, but he never brought me with him.”
“Getting past the wards?”
“Easy enough, at least more recently, when he lost some of his darkness.”
Walking together, still holding Ebony’s hand, we made our way into the room where the massive tree was. Sab told me more about it that anyone else, when she was working to learn who the other Exiled were. Asking either Zsolt or Ebony would have made it that much easier, but that meant trusting them.
“Where do we start?”
“Finding him will mean going through all the names at the bottom, but I can cut out some families I know have no links to deep magic. It will not be an easy task.”
“Unless I can make it simpler. Give me the name.”
Ebony pulled a piece of paper out of her pocket, passing it to me, which was taking what I said more literally than I expected her to. “Ace?”
“I know.” Ebony shook her head. “Not a name I’d have chosen, but his parents apparently liked it.”
Holding his name in my mind, I could almost see him. We moved along the tree, my eyes closed. Ebony was there to keep me from tripping over my own feet, something I’d done before too often, until I felt one of them calling. Opening my eyes, I turned to look at it.
“There you are, Ace.” I glanced at Ebony. “At least I assume there’s probably only one Ace.”
She looked more closely at the name before nodding. “Dates look right. I’m not exactly certain, but he is around the same age as you. At first, I thought maybe you could be a twin, only I know Zsolt better than to think he wouldn’t be able to find both of you if your mother gave one of you away.”
Turning my attention to those dates, I almost smiled. “He was also born a month before I was. It’s unlikely we were twins, unless Mother somehow gave birth to the two of us in different months.”
“Not entirely unheard of, but rare enough for us to have reason to think it’s not the case.” She ran her finger over his name. “Looking at this, it doesn’t appear he is Zsolt’s son, although it doesn’t mean there’s no link at all.”
“Unless it’s not a link to Zsolt.” I shrugged, feeling someone walk into the room behind us, the door closing. “There could be a link to any number of people.”
“Including you, Ebony, considering who your family was.” A shiver went down her spine. “So, this is the reason you were in my garden, kidnapping my daughter?”
“Kidnapping involves force. I went with her willingly, to find out more about a leader of the Cult who claims he’s your son.”




Chapter 29: Brendan

Having a group conversation with multiple communication crystals wasn’t the easiest of things to coordinate. Bea, with Zero and Ebony, was in one of them, Nate in another, and finally Sab, joined by Evelin and Ilona, in a third. We all had the same issue, so I wasn’t going to complain.
“The new leader of the Cult.” Rayner breathed in deeply, leaning back in his chair. “How likely is it?”
“People like him, Rayner, and that’s enough. Liza… Bet… whatever her name is, or was, the previous leader also spoke on his behalf multiple times. The Cult have listened to her for generations now, knowing exactly what she is. They don’t know Ace is a mage, however. Learning that might change things, as there are some issues between those who have magic and those who don’t. Having a mage as their leader could present problems.”
“The Cult’s plan is to destroy the ley lines. Ace, for whatever reason, is leading them against his father.” Bea looked at each of the crystals in turn. “Our biggest problem is what he is.”
“Believing he’s my son adds to the problem. We know, for a fact, he’s not. I would have been able to confirm that, but Beatrice and Ebony found him on the tree, so we know his family. Only he doesn’t.” Zsolt put a hand on Bea’s shoulder. “He was adopted when he was a child.
“When he came into his power, it was the night a fire killed his entire family. It’s possible the fire was his fault. No one understood why it happened, but he talked about it later as though he believed he was the reason for it. There’s a chance it was an accident, and his power simply saved him the night they died.”
“Either way, you have a young man on his own who wanted someone to blame for what happened. We have no way of knowing why it is he believes Zsolt is his father. However, it’s possible Bet knows the truth, and she saw a way to turn another person against Zsolt, one who might have a chance of putting up a real fight.” Bea glanced at Ebony. “From what you’ve said, he’d not as strong as he might believe he is.”
“No, he’s not.” Ebony pulled up a picture of Ace. “This is the man who might become the leader of the Cult.” She then shared two other pictures. “These are Liza’s two other secondaries.” She pointed at one of them. “He believed he’d be able to use a tracker on Ilona and get somewhere with it, leading to him being trapped within a series of ancient wards, so breaking them is going to be complicated.
“Ace was called on but was too busy or didn’t care to help, as it makes his task a little easier. Not that he could do anything. The language is one I barely know, so there’s very little chance he would, especially as he’s never really done much to strengthen his skills. He had no reason to.
“Our other secondary is the one who’s spreading fear about deep magic, enough we have people we thought were allies actively working against us.” Reaching out to take Izzy’s hand, I tried to work out how Ebony and Zsolt had become a part of our collective group. “He doesn’t want them to believe we’re telling the truth, so this is where we are.”
“Unfortunately for him, I have enough people in the right places to undo a lot of the damage. I have two strong families speaking on our behalf, keeping fear from spreading the way it was, which has led to Edric issuing a public statement, apologizing for his previous talk against deep magic.” Rayner looked at Nate. “When he asked for your location, however, I told him it would be best for him to stay where he is for now. You’re in the middle of something important.
“From how things went, I didn’t think you’d trust him enough to work with him now. His choice is one I struggle to understand, considering how long he’d been working with us, and I honestly have my doubts about the statement, as I think he was purely doing it to get his father off his back. We still need to be careful.”
“Makes sense. I don’t trust him at all.” Nate’s eyes met with mine for a moment, before he turned to one of the other crystals. “Is Ace the safer option?”
“None of them are safe options, Nathaniel.” Ebony looked down at the three pictures. “Ace is the most complicated, but the one we potentially stand the best chance of being able to help.”
“Help?” Before I realized I was going to speak, the word was already out, and everyone stared at me. “You think teaching him about who he is might suddenly change his mind about everything?”
“Fortunately, I’m not quite that stupid.” Bea gave Ebony a look. “I’m sorry. No, I don’t think it’s going to suddenly change his mind, Brendan, but I think we can at least make him less scared of who he is. Whatever happened when he was younger wasn’t his fault, regardless of what caused the fire. Someone coming into their power that young would often lose control.”
“Apparently, my way of losing control was to siphon people’s magic, so there’s that.” Bea shrugged. “We’re in a position where we could stop one of the Cult’s leaders. I don’t think it’s likely, and that will not stop me from trying.”
“Bea…”
“We have a plan in place, Nate. I promise you I’m not doing anything that might get me killed.”
“Yes, you are. I know you better than that. Why does it have to be you?”
“Age, and the fact I’m not one of the Exiled. They know I’ve been working with Zsolt, which might work against me, so there’s no way of knowing for certain whether it’s possible.”
“Don’t worry. We’re going to be watching over her. Get your job done before we make our move, and we’ll find a way for you to join us.” Zero directed his gaze to Nate. “I don’t like this anymore than you do. When the two of them came up with the plan, I told them it wasn’t happening. Something I believe you’d understand got me nowhere, so we came to a compromise.
“Knowing how strong you are, we should be able to teach you how to travel without it being too complicated. I’m certain you don’t want to learn from me, but there might not be any other option. Ebony isn’t strong enough, and Beatrice isn’t skilled enough. At least not yet.”
Nate scowled. “Personally, I’d take the dragon over that option.”
“So would I, but the dragon has been grounded for now. Ebony cannot be seen to be working with us. As far as the Cult are concerned, I wouldn’t let her anywhere near my daughter.”
Had it been any other time, the face Nate made would have made me laugh. Either he accepted Zsolt’s offer, or he was going to be on the other side of the country when Bea threw herself into danger again. Balancing the options, I knew which one I’d take had it been Izzy.
“Fine. I need to be there. You can teach me, and then we can watch over Bea together, while she once again does something that will probably get her killed.”
Bea dismissed the comment. “Ace is dangerous, yes, but I’m stronger than him. Ebony’s going to be there, somewhere I can run for the dragon should I need to. I probably won’t. He doesn’t know how to use his power unless he’s been hiding something from everyone.”
“We should focus on what needs to be done with the ritual.”
Bea looked down at her hands, and I started putting the pieces together. We knew what was necessary to make the ritual work. Having another person who had deep magic, even if they weren’t skilled at using it, meant we might station them at the end of one ley. The more people we had, the easier everything was going to be.
“They are doing just that.” Normally I wouldn’t have spoken on Bea’s behalf, but it was spontaneous. “I don’t know how much you understand, Nate, but this ritual is exceedingly complicated.” I turned to Zero. “How was this going to work before?”
“Honestly, it wasn’t. The ritual wasn’t whole. At the time I didn’t understand, and that’s no excuse for running into something half prepared. I felt like I had to, to keep this from happening, which failed miserably.”
Nodding, I turned back to Nate. “I thought that was the case. Now, what we’re doing is protecting the leys from the Cult. This means more than just one ritual here. We have the heart of the leys underneath the Academy, which is the reason Bea could use it as a sanctuary, should the Cult succeed with their plan.
“For the ritual to truly protect the leys, we need to have someone at the end of all of them to take part in the ritual, strengthening the protection. That should ensure the Cult would have to bide their time for their next chance, probably in a few centuries.”
“Even having Nate bouncing from one place to the other isn’t going to be enough. Getting Ace to work with us would change everything. Still, I can’t see it happening.” Zero tapped his fingers on the table. “We know we need to move fast. We’re running out of time, and I feel like we have been for weeks right now.
“Bet is trapped. We need to make the most of that. Losing two of her secondaries is going to weaken them, so we do what we can to make that happen. Then we decide what to do next.”
Nate looked between me and one of the other crystals. “How am I meant to be bouncing from place to place?”
“There’s more than one reason to convince you to learn how to travel, Nathaniel. It takes power, but less of it than you’d think, and out of everyone, I believe you’d be best suited to it.”
“I could try to.” Izzy sounded a little uncertain. “Unless you think I don’t have the power to do it.”
Zero scrutinized her more closely than I was comfortable with. Finally, he tilted his head to one side. “How did I not see your potential before, Isobel? You… yes, you could, but we need to be careful.” He turned his attention to me. “Brendan, as her null, you’re going to need to watch for instability.”
“What do you mean?”
“I’m not trying to scare you, but you need to understand the situation. Isobel is stronger than I thought she would be, and there is some magic that is more dangerous than others, something you already both know from Bet. Being able to see memories isn’t the only potential ability Isobel may gain.”
“Did you really think I didn’t know?” Izzy smiled, glancing at me. “I put it together, watching Bet. Being able to change memories isn’t the same as seeing them, but that doesn’t mean I couldn’t, should I wish to. There are other possibilities too. We’ve been making a list. Mental instability… I didn’t bring it up with Brendan yet. I was waiting for the right time, although there may never be one.
“For now, I am monitoring myself. What I can do. Who I could be, in time. Deep magic is both fascinating and terrifying.”
“You aren’t wrong.” Zero smiled back at her. “I’m glad you found yourself, Isobel, especially as it means you have a strong null by your side.” He turned to Rayner. “Have you got anywhere yet?”
“Why?”
“Oh, come on. If Isobel’s going to learn, you can too.”
“Zsolt…”
“He has a point.” Everyone looked at Devin, seemingly as one. “The more of us there are who can travel, the easier things are going to be. If the ritual is one that needs us in different places, I might as well join, too.”
“Who are you, and what have you done with Devin?” Nate voiced out the question we all had in our minds, staring at Devin. “You’d never choose to work with Zero.”
“Right now, it doesn’t seem like we have a lot of options. This doesn’t mean I trust him. I don’t think any of us fully trust him, but saving magic must come first. The Cult is our common enemy. We can deal with Zero later, if he has been using us this whole time.”
“Last time I talked to you, Devin, you hadn’t broken through the block either. What’s changed?”
“Izzy gave me a reason to see how the decisions I’d made had affected the people I care about.” Devin shrugged, looking at Izzy. “Had I been more open, I might have been able to do more when Sable decided she was going to take you on. Instead, I closed off, not willing to trust anything connected to you, which was one of the stupidest choices I could have made.”




Chapter 30: Nate

Sab and I were ready to go after the conversation we’d needed to have. There was nothing I could do to change Bea’s mind. When she made a decision, that was it. At least I wasn’t the only one to have felt completely powerless, although I was little comfort it was Zero.
Kill the Exiled, and then I could take lessons from Zero. How had it come to that? I shook my head. It didn’t matter. It was better to have your enemies close. Using Zero for as much knowledge as he was willing to share with us wasn’t the worst choice for us to make.
Wards in place, something that worked well last time, I moved forward. So far, the Exiled hadn’t moved. It appeared he wasn’t worried about anything happening to him. Deciding to trip his wards, I watched as he ran out the door, bag already on his back, prepared for the very worst-case scenario.
Only he wasn’t. I watched as he realized he was surrounded by a different series of wards, ones created to keep him in. Seeing me, he nodded in realization. Then, seeming calmer than I expected, he dropped his bag.
I moved toward him, fascinated to see what his next steps were going to be. He gestured with one hand, something I’d seen before. A figure appeared in front of him, made from the surrounding air. Interesting choice, but it wasn’t going to help much.
Unlike Izzy, I couldn’t see the memories of buildings, which seemed to be a mental ability. Fighting Oak made me realize I was skilled with the elements, so I could have easily blown the figure away, taking control of the air from him.
Letting the Exiled make the first move probably wasn’t a decision anyone else would have made. On my own, I probably appeared less threatening, and that was something I would use to my advantage. I moved closer to him, watching him control the elemental.
“You could have been one of us, Nathaniel. Instead, you chose Beatrice over Zero. Hate to break it to you, but you chose the wrong side. She doesn’t have the strength to win against him.”
I knew they were disconnected from everything going on, but hearing them talk as though things were the way they’d been three months ago was jarring. None of them was told Bea was Zero’s daughter. Talking to them wasn’t the plan, however. He was loyal to Zero, choosing to fight, and that was the only thing I needed to know about them.
The elemental dissipated with a wave of my hand, and I saw the first flicker of disbelief in the Exiled’s eyes. All of them knew how to fight, but I doubted he’d ever seen one of his elementals destroyed that way.
Was he going to give up, realizing the gulf in strength between us? I doubted it. He didn’t seem like the kind who would surrender.
Soon, the Exiled made his next move. Air wrapped around my throat like an invisible snake. Strangulation. Less interesting than I hoped. Gesturing, I created my elemental, using Bea as the basis for them. They were more whole than his was, and I let them move toward him, watching as he worked to dissipate the figure the way I had. He didn’t manage to do the same, and the elemental reached him.
When it did, I could see what I’d created, because I’d given similar powers Bea had to the elemental. It wrapped a shield around itself using protection magic, but before it could land a blow, the Exiled dissipated the air and turned it into an attack, buffeting me hard.
Using my other elemental powers, I worked to create a trap in front of him as fast as I could. The Exiled charged at me as the surrounding air augmented his speed, and I pulled off the trap just before he reached me. I had created a moat of water with the tiniest sheath of earth still over it, and he fell right through, leaving him spluttering in the water. Had I been any slower, it might have meant my death.
As he struggled to get out, I pushed him deeper into the water with my magic. The Exiled was more resourceful than I expected, using air to create a bubble around him which propelled him back out of the water. He ran at me again, this time straight into the shield Bea always used. Bea rubbed off. “Of course. I should have realized. Using your girl’s powers as your own. Where is she? Hiding out of sight like a coward.
“Zero told us not to harm her before, but things are different now. I’m going to kill you, and then I’m going to kill her, before I take her head to him. He’ll reward me with everything I ever wanted.” No, he wouldn’t, but I wasn’t going to burst his bubble. No pun intended. “I’m going to show you the gulf in our strength.”
As he threw himself at me, using his entire body as a weapon, I understood what he was doing. Sidestepping, I grabbed his arm, using it to learn what he’d done to make it possible.
Glaring at me, he shoved my hand off him, but it was far too late. I knew I could copy what he’d done, so I did. My skin changed, becoming tougher as the rest of my body became stronger. The experience was strange. Picking him up, I tossed him back at the cottage.
Visibly shaken, he got up slowly, staring at me. “What are you?”
“I’m someone who died, and then came back to life. It changed me.” I almost smiled as I jumped the entire moat in one leap. “Would you like to give up?”
“No, I’ve never given up. A true fighter would have never given me the option to.”
Jumping at me, we ended up in the water, and he pushed me down. Doing the same thing he had, I wrapped a bubble of air around me, protecting me from the water. He did the same, our two air bubbles fighting against the other, which was the point I realized how I could win the battle.
I took a deep breath and popped both the bubbles, pulling him further into the water, exactly the way he’d done to me. When he tried to create a new bubble, I stopped him with magic. I didn’t create them either, relying on the knowledge I had of what I was about to do, as he tried to pull free of my grip. That didn’t work. My magic reserve was much higher than his, so it was a matter of time before he emptied his.
Finally, after what felt like hours, he went limp. By the time I reached the surface, my lungs felt like they were on fire. Gasping, I dragged myself out of the water.
What I did next was call on Zero. He undid my moat, burying the body of his Exiled with the earth I had transformed.
“You’re getting better. I felt what you were doing. Being able to learn from him, to use his own magic against him, is something not everyone can do.”
“Am I meant to appreciate the compliment?”
“No, Nathaniel. I just wanted you to understand it’s an unusual ability. One you can use to learn more, if you’re able to put the pieces together.” He held out a hand to help me up. “Beatrice wants me to be nice. This is me being nice.”
Choosing to accept the hand, I got to my feet, returning his gaze. What did he see when he looked at me? Did it matter?
“Thank you for killing him. I heard what he said about Beatrice. He knew better.”
“When you made that decision, did it ever cross your mind what it might mean when this finally happened?”
“Do you think I cared?”
“Probably not, Zero, but you basically signed their death warrants.”
“They meant anything to me. None of them did. It took me a long time to get to the point where I cared about anyone, and even then, I only cared about her. Beatrice came first. I wasn’t bothered if they all died at her hand, as long as she survived.
“Even now, I can’t tell you exactly how I think things will work out. The ritual is one of the most dangerous things we could do, because we’ll be using everything we have, along with everything the souls I gathered have, to protect the ley lines. There is a chance we’ll both end up killing ourselves doing it. I hope you have a plan.”
“A plan?”
“To save Beatrice.” I blinked. “Yes, I know, because I’m the darkness you’ve all been fighting. It’s natural to assume I’d want her dead in the end. No, I don’t. She’s my only daughter, and, as impossible as it probably sounds, I love her. Don’t tell her that. The whole age thing is weird, yes, but I remember when she was a little girl.
“I watched her grow into the woman she’s become. When I see her, all I see is the wonderful person she is. It’s complicated, because of everything I did to get here, and I understand why you’d see me as a danger. Giving you my word isn’t going to change anything. You have every reason to keep being wary.”
“Does she know you were there? When she was growing up?”
“Yes, she does. I know she saw me a couple of times, although I don’t know if she remembers all of them. When she needed help, I tried to be there. I didn’t make it all the time, which is something I will always regret. Hence her being able to steal people’s power. I’m sure Ebony told her those stories.”
“Maybe we should leave the weird bonding for another time. You were here to teach me how to get to Bea, to watch over her when she throws herself into another dangerous situation.”
“I was.” Zero held his arms out. “This might work. It might confuse matters, because I have far too many powers to be doing this, but it’s worth a try.”
For a moment, I hesitated. Did I really dare touch him? Bracing myself, I put my hand on his arm, and an explosion of information hit me at a blinding pace. Zero tugged his arm away, but my grip didn’t loosen. There was too much. I couldn’t cope with it.
“You’re panicking. Stop.” Useless advice. How do I stop? “Breathe, Nathaniel. Beatrice will never forgive me if I kill you again. Deep breaths, slowly. One at a time. Focus on the air entering your lungs. You still know what air is, right?” I must have thrown him a look, because he laughed, although I could hear the strain within it. He was unsettled because of me? “One at a time.”
Slowly, little by little, I found the knowledge settle as I focused entirely on my breathing. It took what felt like hours until I could finally look at Zero again, seeing him rather than the darkness. The relief in his eyes would have been amusing, had I not known how close I was to dying.
“Remind me never to do that again.”
“I can agree on that one.” Sitting down, I rested my head on my hands. “Next time, teach me the normal way, because I feel like I’m never going to think normally again.”
“You probably aren’t. I think you just gained about eight centuries worth of information in thirty seconds.”




Chapter 31: Sab

We scattered, as the power hit the middle of the three of us, despite Evelin’s best efforts to shield us with her magic. The Exiled seemed hellbent on killing us. I hadn’t been able to work out exactly what she could do, which made the battle more perilous.
None of us had been able to, as she constantly tossed energy blasts at us. I was almost certain it was elemental power… and then I realized it. One of the rarer elemental powers was that of spirit, something I didn’t think I’d seen since I was Sable. It was possible the woman we were fighting had been with Zero since then, honing her skills for centuries.
I took a breather as I gathered my power, relying on Evelin’s shield to protect me. In the time before we’d made our move, I’d been working to reconnect with myself, rather than trying to pretend I was ever going to be Sable. Even though I knew it would help, I was honestly surprised by how much it did. Rather than fighting against myself, I was now the person I was always supposed to be.
Using my strength to push the Exiled away from us, I stepped over to where Ilona was, seeing the damage done to the surrounding land. Even though I had seen spirit magic before, I didn’t understand it. How was I going to stop an Exiled with a magic I didn’t know enough about?
Looking down at my cousin, I held a hand out to help her up, strengthening Evelin’s shield as I did. We stood there, looking at the Exiled. “Spirit magic.” Ilona raised an eyebrow. “Do you know much about it?”
“Barely anything. The last person seen with it died about five centuries ago.”
“The only thing I know is that it is incredibly rare.” Power hit the shield hard, almost going through it. “Not only that, what she’s doing is different to what the other spirit magic wielders used to do. I don’t think I’ve seen these combat techniques.”
“You probably haven’t.” Evelin joined us. “Spirit magic is probably the closest to deep magic that existed after Bet limited the power coming through, and she killed most of them, too. It was something that terrified her. From what I know, the Exiled is using power from everywhere to throw at us.”
“How do we stop her?”
I grimaced. “We need to get close to her.”
“Oh, yes, because I can see that happening.” The power hit the ground below us, and it split, something I reversed with my power. “Right, it’s not as though we have any other choice, is it? Our job is to kill the Exiled.” I wrapped my shield around myself as I moved forward. “Keep her focus on you, if you can.”
Moving to one side, leaving Evelin and Ilona to spar with the Exiled, I waited for my chance. I moved stealthily as I wrapped my magic around me like I did with Ilona earlier. There was a chance her spirit magic would make it possible for her to see right through what I’d done, but I had to hope that wasn’t the case.
I could tell she was trying to find where I’d gone. Almost there…
Then she saw me, or at least the direction I was approaching her from. With a hand, she unwrapped my power, revealing where I was. I tightened the shield around me as she literally buffeted me with her power. Little by little she was making her way through the shield, no matter how much energy I put into strengthening it, and then she stopped.
Lifting my head, I saw Ilona take on my task, covering the distance between us and the Exiled. The small victory was short-lived, as Ilona became the one who was attacked by something I never wanted to see again. A spirit knife. It was one of the few things I knew about spirit magic, because someone had tried to use one on me before.
Sprinting at them, I knocked the Exiled away from Ilona, only to end up with her above me as we grappled, looking down at me with the knife still in her hand. With a twisted smile, she forced her way down. I grabbed her wrist in my hand and held on for dear life, doing what I could to keep her from being able to stab me with it.
Fortunately, she wasn’t strong physically. Still, she was edging closer to my throat. Focusing on me, however, meant Evelin could close in on us. She slammed into an invisible shield the Exiled had put up. With my free hand, I reached out to dig my fingers into the ground, sending my strength into it, rumbling through all of us, as I started to rend the earth.
Using that power meant the Exiled had to channel hers to stop mine, and that meant weakening the shield. She kept Evelin and Ilona from reaching us, but it bought me valuable time as I overpowered her. Soon, I was on top of her, holding the knife down on the ground.
My new position meant I was no longer touching the earth. The rumbles stopped, and she looked up at me with a peculiar expression. I braced myself, wondering what she had planned next, and I didn’t have to wait long before I was bowled over by a large creature.
When I reorientated myself, I spotted the Exiled running away. In the way was a wolf in spirit form, snarling viciously. Evelin and Ilona helped me up as I pointed at the fleeing Exiled. “Go after her. I’ll deal with our friend here.”
I tackled the wolf with everything I had, creating a path for the two of them to follow the Exiled, feeling it huffing in my face as we crashed to the ground. I placed my hands on the temples of the wolf, feeling the power used to hold it together
Instead of dissipating the wolf, I connected with it. The wolf slowly became mine, rather than heeding the instructions of its original caster. Moving off me, it sat down. I pushed myself up, feeling for where Ilona and Evelin were, and when I found them, I started running.
My new ally ran with me until we reached the half clearing the fight had continued in. Before I knew what was happening, the wolf had launched itself into the fight, teeth sinking into the Exiled’s leg before she realized what was happening. With a deafening scream, she dropped to the ground. Wounded, she attempted to take him back from me.
Power fighting against power, mine the stronger of the two, I kept control of the wolf. It bit her again, this time on the arm, before literally dragging her soul from her body. Until that moment, I had no idea something like that was possible. It threw her soul into the air, where it vanished, leaving behind a limp body. Sitting down, it looked at me, seeming to wait for something.
Stepping over to it, uncertain I wanted it to be mine any longer, I put my hand on its head, and it took a little of my power, before licking my hand. Evelin stared at me for a few seconds. “Did you know you aren’t meant to do something like that?”
“Explain.”
“Wolves like him are very rare. I don’t think I’ve seen one since Bet removed all deep magic from the world. Unlike normal animals, it’s made entirely from the power of the ley lines, and when someone binds them, you aren’t supposed to be able to rebind them. No one has ever succeeded before you. I know mages have tried. Maybe it’s the difference between deep magic and spirit magic.”
“Possibly.” I looked at the wolf. “What am I supposed to do now?”
Evelin shrugged. “Look after him. He’s yours now, Sab, which means occasionally feeding him power, and keeping him from chewing on the furniture.” I raised an eyebrow. “Normally they don’t. They have big teeth, but they don’t much seem to enjoy chewing on things.”
“Can I send him back?”
“Send him back where? His previous mistress is dead, thanks to us. Now he’s yours.”
Apparently, I was now meant to take care of the terrifying wolf which could drag souls from bodies. “All we can do is see what happens next.” We moved away from the body, making it possible for me to bury her where she was, the wolf buffering my power slightly. “Interesting.”
“They have similar abilities to nulls. It’s not the same as having one, but it helps to balance your magic.”
“What now? I guess we should continue sticking to the plan.”
“Which, for Bea, seems to be going after another person with deep magic who’s been working with the Cult almost his entire life.” Ilona helped me through the trees as the wolf stayed close to my ankles. “I don’t know if she’s making the right choice there.”
“Neither do I, but Bea’s prepared.”
Evelin, a little behind us, sighed. “Ace is going to be complicated for her to deal with. I met him before, and he resented magic of all kinds. He’s convinced himself it destroyed his life. Talking to him isn’t going to change anything.”
I kept looking down, making sure I didn’t trip over the wolf. “She might be able to help him. That’s the benefit of being an empath.”
“Of course. I hadn’t thought about that.” Evelin joined us as the path widened a little, glancing at the wolf. “He seems to like you a lot.”
“Aren’t they normally like this?”
“The wolves are all different. Some are friendly. Others… I lost a couple of friends to an unfriendly pack when I was young. We learned not to go near them.”
“So, he’s friendly?”
“Yes, considering the fact he already had a bond mate. I don’t think we have to worry about him randomly attacking people. The only reason he attacked his previous bond mate is because she harmed you. He did what he believed you wanted him to do.”
“The nature of these wolves baffles me. They can be summoned with magic, are made with spirit energy, yet maintain their physical form even though the original caster is dead? Does that mean the wolves that roam in the wild have deceased masters? Can I set them on our enemies at will now?”
“Probably, although it’s not always safe to do. Souls are a messy thing, Sab, which is something you already know. We don’t need another problem to deal with.”
“I was thinking more about the Cult. Dragging out Bet’s soul…” I raked a hand through my hair, hearing the anger in my voice. “She’ll find a way back, one way or another, returning to her place with the Cult.”
“Bet is a long-term problem. Zsolt solved one aspect, only for her to cause more problems without magic. I’m not surprised. More than anything, she wants to change the world for the better, but her idea of better isn’t the same as the rest of us, because she hates magic too. Until Zsolt filled me in, I didn’t even know she was the current leader of the Cult. She hadn’t spoken to me since her last life.”
“When was that?”
“About fifty years ago.” Evelin looked at me. “She died, telling me the time would come when we’d be able to bring an end to all of this, to save the world from magic for good. It was what I wanted, too. I didn’t care about the casualties, chalking them down to collateral damage.”
“From the beginning, I think it was what Bet wanted. You said she transformed all the memories of your father, making him someone you’d always feared, rather than a man you loved and respected. She wanted you to be the one to break the world, because he was trying to protect it. By following her path, you were being the opposite of who he could have seen you being.”
“You’re right. It was probably all part of her trying to make Father pay for not making her the center of his world. Bet resented us, and eventually she made me someone who basically belonged to her, until I dared to build a life with Ambrus.”




Chapter 32: Beatrice

Nate held me in a firm embrace. “Be careful.”
“I will.” When I looked at him, I could see the knowledge of years in his eyes, and I glanced at Zsolt, who shrugged. “Are you certain you should be here?”
“What do you mean?”
“Do you think I can’t see?” I stroked his temple. “What did Zsolt do?”
“Made a mistake. He thought it would be safe for me to take knowledge from him.”
Opening my mouth, I struggled to speak at first, before finally doing so. “Why would it be safe? He’s been alive for centuries. There’s…” I forced myself to calm down, trying to settle my emotions. They’d already done it. It was too late to change anything now. “Please don’t do it again.”
“Already decided.” Nate glanced at Zsolt. “Bea…”
“The decision is made, Nate. I need to do this. If anyone can help Ace, it’s me.”
“Yes, it is, but I still hate this.”
“Hate it all you like. I understand. Ace never had a chance to see who he could be. Magic took so much from him, and his anger is understandable. There was no one there to keep it from taking over his life. In some ways, he reminds me of you.”
“Love, you can’t save everyone.”
“Of course not, but I can try, starting with him.” I stepped away from Nate. “I won’t be long.”
Before either of them could try to stop me again, I walked away, heading for the house I knew Ace lived in. It was late, making it possible for me to use the night to hide myself. With a touch I unlocked the door, stepping inside, and the moment I did I could feel his fury.
From where I was, I could see him. Even though it might not have been the right choice to make, I locked the door behind me, moving toward him. He didn’t look at me. I had a feeling he knew I was there, but he was waiting, probably having a trap prepared for me.
Knowing where it was, I stepped into it. There was nothing there I couldn’t undo. As I did, I revealed myself, grabbing his attention. His eyes met with mine for a moment. Looking away, as though he thought it would be enough to hold me, he shook his head.
“How stupid can one person be?”
“More than you can imagine.” I stepped out of his trap, and he blinked, looking more confused than anything. “I’m Bea.”
“Why…” He tapped his fingers on the table. “I know who you are. I know what you are. That should have held you.”
“Clearly, it doesn’t.” I was in front of him seconds later, pressing my hand to his heart. “You closed yourself off from magic for far too long, because it destroyed everything you loved, or at least you thought it did.”
“Thought it did?”
“We can go back. See what happened.”
“For what reason?”
“To understand. You believe you’re the reason your family died.” He looked at me again, the pain in his eyes something I could feel as well as see, and I gently took it from him. “I can deal with this better than you can. Unlike you, I have people in my life who care about me, so this kind of pain… it barely touches me.”
“You’re an empath?”
Laughing, I nodded. “I want to help, the way I did with others, because I hate the thought of anyone suffering. I can’t imagine what it must be like to have gone through something so horrible. Had I been in your position, I would probably have blamed myself, too.”
“What else can I do? They died. I survived.”
“Survivor’s guilt is hard to live with, but we both know it’s more than that. You hate magic. It took your parents from you. Or so you think.” I paused, wondering if I was getting through to him. “There might have been something else that happened. An accident, perhaps. A still lit candle falling. I don’t know. Anything is possible.”
“Mother never left lit candles around. She was too careful. The fire had to be caused by me.”
“No, it didn’t.” I took his hand in mine. “Give me a chance. Take me back to that night.”
“I’ve been back a hundred times over. It doesn’t change anything.”
“You aren’t me.”
When I felt the memory touch his mind, I used it to take us back to the night of the fire. We stood outside the house, rather than within it. Everything was quiet. Ace glanced at me, like he couldn’t believe what I’d done. The magic I’d used was beyond what he could do.
“This… how?”
“I’m strong, Ace. Unlike you, I am Zsolt’s daughter.”
“Someone I trust told me I was his first child.”
“Unfortunately, they lied to you.”
“They told me you’d say that.”
“Before I came to you, I looked into who you were, because I was interested. You have a fascinating family tree. I can show it to you.”
“How have you seen my family tree?”
“There’s a library made by mages, and there’s a tree that tracks all magical families. It’s huge and hard to read, but I found you and learned where your bloodline came from. That’s why we’re here. I need you to see this.”
Walking toward the house was someone with their hood up, concealing their identity. No one else was around because it was the middle of the night, making it easy for them to light a match, holding the flame to the thatch roof of the cottage in front of us.
Another person joined them, this one with some magic, although not as much as Ace. They set a spell on the house, making certain everyone would sleep through the fire. I didn’t look at Ace. Keeping my eyes on the two of them, I wasn’t surprised to see one was Bet. Of course she was the one who wanted to claim a young boy with deep magic.
“He could die.”
“Then he dies. It doesn’t matter. We don’t need him.”
Nodding, the hooded figure, a man whose face was now illuminated, watched the house as the fire spread. “We shouldn’t stay here. Someone will notice, and they’ll ask questions.”
“You’re right.” Bet turned away from the house. “We’ll learn what happened in the morning.”
Both of them disappeared into the darkness, leaving us to watch the house burn, none of the people within it waking. Until, finally, coughing hard, a young boy pushed his way out the door and started yelling. I could tell it was Ace from the moment I saw him. Beside me, the older Ace put a hand on my shoulder.
“Can we go?”
In a moment, we were back in Ace’s cottage. He looked at me, the pain in his eyes something I hated to see, but he needed to know the truth. “I’m sorry.” Gently, I took the pain from him again. “Even though I couldn’t be certain, I thought it had something to do with Bet.”
“Bet?”
“You call her Liza, right?” Ace nodded. “A long time ago, she was Zsolt’s great-aunt.”
“We knew she retained her memories, as she lived multiple lives. She said it was a gift from someone who wanted her to save the world from magic, when she was willing to use magic to help kill my family.” He stood, slowly looking around the cottage, his entire life unraveling around him. Holding him together took everything I had. “She said it didn’t matter if I died.
“I met her the morning after the fire. She said she was an old friend of the family. I remember her holding me when I cried, telling her everything, but she already knew. She was the one who made it happen.” He looked at me again. “Why did she do it? How could she choose to kill people for no reason? They hadn’t done anything to her.”
“No, they hadn’t, but you were a danger. So were your family. From what I saw, she did the same thing to your family she did to others. You were lucky to survive, although I understand why you wouldn’t see it as luck. Magic did still kill your family. It was magic wielded by others, specifically to harm.”
“Liza was the one who told me about Zsolt. She said he left me because he never wanted to be a father, and he did the same to you.”
“No, he never left me. He was careful, but he was always there watching over me, in part due to him needing me to stop the Cult. I think, maybe, our relationship is more than that now, only there’s really no way of knowing. He’s not the easiest of people to get to know. A lot of the choices he made were entirely because something specific needed to happen. The lack of caring was a problem, as was his inability to trust. Even now, I couldn’t say he trusts me.
“We’re doing what needs to be done. You’re included in that, but I was the one who pushed for us to help, hating the thought of you working with people who potentially killed your family. I am sorry. I never wanted this to be the truth, and yet I couldn’t help thinking it had to be.”
“Did you have anything to do with what happened to Liza?”
“Zsolt and I trapped the town in time. Everyone, as far as we know, is still alive, but he left telling everyone the truth about what will happen when the ley lines are destroyed, so there’s really no way to be certain.”
“Magic will fade from the world. Why did he need to tell them that? It’s something we know, and why we followed Liza.”
“Yes, magic will fade from the world. What do you think happens to you when magic fades from the world, Ace? What happens to me?”
For a long time, he stared at me. I could see him working through what I was getting at, and the lies he’d been told by someone he trusted. “Liza doesn’t have any magic. Because of an accident when she was younger, she’s a null.”
“That’s the story she’s telling?”
“Another lie?”
“Bet doesn’t know how to tell the truth, from the sound of things. No, Zsolt took her magic from her a very long time ago, before he became Zero and created the Exiled. I know that for certain. A friend of mine saw the memory in the very walls of the building it happened, because she gets to have a cool power I don’t.”
“Everyone can’t have the same powers.”
“No, we can’t, but I want that one.” I shook my head. “Sorry, you don’t need me acting so childishly.”
“It helps. It makes things feel normal for a moment. Being here… I can’t stay. I can’t be around them in the morning, Bea, because I’m going to say something, and then I’m going to destroy everything.”
“Come with me.”
He took my hand when I held it out to him. I unlocked the door with a touch once more, and we walked out into the town he called home. No one was around. Silently, we made our way to where Zsolt and Nate were waiting, so certain something would go wrong. Being an empath had more of an effect than they realized.
Only then I felt Ace gathering his power. I raised an eyebrow. He still believed he was stronger than me, did he? Zsolt and Nate both moved, but then I realized whatever Ace was doing wasn’t aimed at us, so I gestured with my free hand for them to stop. Both of them stared at me, telling me what they thought of that choice, before Ace’s power rained down on the cottage he called home.
Fire spread through it fast. “Ace…”
“Seemed fitting. Fire took my family from me before. Now they can believe it took me from them.” He looked at me. “Maybe I shouldn’t have done it, but I’m never going back. I can’t.”
“Does that mean I’m going to have another guest?” Zsolt looked between us. “As long as you know I’m not your father. I only ever had one child, a daughter, who’s currently the person holding your emotions together.”
“Bea explained. She said we can go to see the tree, so I can learn more about who I am, and the family Liza took from me. Or should I call her Bet now?”
“Call her whatever you want.” Zsolt started walking, heading for where I knew Ebony was waiting for us, with the dragon who could take us all back to the house. “We know who you mean.”
Nate stepped closer to me, taking my other hand in his. I could feel his uncertainty, which I took, not letting him keep that when there was no reason for him to. Raising an eyebrow, he shook his head, eyes on where I was still holding Ace’s hand, a sign of what was causing the problem.
“Touch helps. Sometimes emotions can’t be controlled easily, so touching someone makes it possible for me to do that.”
Ace looked at us. “This is a problem, right?”
“When we were back at the Academy, Nate was still holding on to some old anger. I helped him through it. We ended up falling in love, so now he’s worried he’s going to lose me, because I’m doing the same thing for you.”
“Oh, no, you don’t need to worry. I’m not into women.” Ace laughed. “Of the two of you, Nate’s honestly the more attractive, although now I know you’re together, I’ll not do anything stupid.”
“Good.” Zsolt looked back at us. “Let’s get you to the house, and we can begin your training, Ace.”
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The Damiano Legacies Books 1-3: A YA Paranormal Urban Fantasy Novella series
 
"Mortal Instruments meets Hellboy in this riveting urban fantasy series that is a prequel to the Visions of Darkness Trilogy."

He was born into a rare demon-hunting lineage...

BOOK 1

All his life, Max Damiano has trained with his family and waited for his arcane talent to awaken. On the morning of his fourteenth birthday, his wish is granted: he is a telekinetic.

Now he can fully take part in the family’s Work of keeping the world safe from demons, remnants of a long-gone universe, the Qlippoth, whose very existence is inimical to our world’s reality. His first assignment? To investigate the disappearance of a dozen children in the New York City area. In the center of the disappearances is the New York Under Market, a market for the arcane community run by the transglobal Underwood Corporation.

Concerned that their Market is at the center of these alarming disappearances, the Underwood Corporation hires Max and two of his siblings, Tom and Sadie, to investigate. Will they be able to catch the demonic malefactor in time?

One thing is for sure, it will not go quietly.

BOOK 2

After a new demon terrorizes New York—draining its victims of blood and leaving ice running through their veins—Max sees his chance. Thrown headfirst into a deadly race against time, he must track down the elusive creature and end its reign of terror. But none of Max’s family has ever fought a demon like this before.

As they struggle to untangle the mystery surrounding the demon, it soon becomes clear that this is far from an ordinary job—and Max will need to use all of his arcane talents if he wants to escape this hunt alive.

BOOK 3

After an unusual client sends Max deep into the underbelly of New York on the hunt for an extremely rare demon, he finds himself visiting the shady Under Market yet again to enlist help from an unexpected source.

When his oldest sister is kidnapped, Max finds himself racing against time to save her. But tracking down the Harbinger will be no easy task – and after he falls into her sights, it soon becomes difficult to tell which one of them is the hunter… and which one is the hunted.
Smoke and Mirrors: A YA Paranormal Urban Fantasy Trilogy
 
An apocalyptic game of cat and mouse...

I have a good life in New York City, apart from the recurring nightmares. That, and my father’s mysterious disappearance years ago.

And in a blinding instant, that life is stolen from me.

A wayward genius has discovered a powerful grimoire that grants full control over demons, and has begun his warpath towards total annihilation. With my newly-endowed ability to envisage future events, I’m the only one who can stop him.

Stuck with my brother and a supernatural bounty hunter seeking vengeance, I now need to prevent a nightmarish catastrophe from being unleashed.

It won’t be easy to stop these diabolic entities emerging from the darkness.

Let the survival games begin.
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