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A SHIVER RAN down Roy’s spine despite the warm night. His eyes landed on the gun holstered at the guard’s side, and he instinctively reached for his magic to cast a shield. Maybe security wasn’t as lax here as he’d thought.  

Even knowing he could block the weapon, seeing one in person made Roy nervous. There was a reason why people rarely bothered with guns in Ardveld, but he still wasn’t keen to test the strength of his abilities.  At least he was out of sight. For now.

He shifted atop the wall, long legs numb from perching amongst the sweet-smelling leaves of the overhanging tree. It had been a simple enough climb. Original stonework formed this part of the perimeter and the loose mortar had fallen away at his touch, adding to the deep indents created by time and weather to make easy footholds for his soft shoes.

From here, he had a full view of the house and grounds. There were no cameras yet; his scouting two days before had confirmed that, but still, the old place was definitely wired up. Electric light streamed from the windows on the second floor, but as Roy watched, the lights shut off. Now he could only see the glow of a lamp by the staff entrance, where the guard stood. Moonlight illuminated the rest, revealing the disfiguring silhouette of scaffolding rising at the property’s rear.

Roy wrinkled his nose. He wondered how the original inhabitants would feel about the building’s latest occupant — though really, they didn’t deserve the consideration.  Whatever great magic family had lived here before, they held as much responsibility for the takeover as its current owner. Arrogant bastards.

A rumble to his left heralded the approaching car before he saw it.  Bright headlights lit up the tall gate that enclosed the estate’s front courtyard, and Roy watched as a man leant out of the driver’s window to tap a password into a keypad embedded in the red-brick gatepost.  With a hum, the gates swung open, and the car continued through. New enough; the plates marked the white vehicle as barely a year old, but it was still not something Felix Marek would be seen dead in.  This was no doubt a staff member instead.

The shift change would be his best opportunity. Drawing a little more magic, Roy focussed on forming the illusion that would darken his clothes and red hair. Nothing special, but it had been over a decade since he’d last had to cast one, and it definitely showed. Manipulating light well enough to replicate reality was beyond his skill, but the smudged effect his spell gave would at least provide him with some camouflage.

Gravel crunched as the man from the car crossed in front of his hiding place. Roy slipped down from the wall and followed, keeping sufficient distance to hide both his footsteps and the magic radiating from him. A strong enough mage might sense him anyway, if they were paying attention, but that kind of power would make them easily detectable by other magic users themselves. With any luck it meant the man was weak, if he was even a mage at all, and the waste energy from Roy’s crude illusion would go unnoticed.

The guard at the staff entrance raised a hand in greeting as the new arrival approached. Now that he was close enough, Roy recognised the symbol on both men’s black uniforms. The sunburst logo of Sunstone Enterprises.

That explained why he hadn’t sensed their presence.  Sunstone belonged to Aiden Heliodor — completely now that Felix Marek had sold his share and retired to Ardveld, but apparently Marek had brought Sunstone security with him anyway. Few mages were born in Vailberg, and any magic users that Sunstone employed wouldn’t be relegated to guarding an empty house. 

The two guards exchanged greetings, their conversation carrying easily across the calm air of the courtyard. From his position in the shadows, Roy analysed the staff door behind them. It had an electric locking system, which blinked with a green light as the first guard swiped a card and pulled it open.

Magic ready, Roy launched his shield spell towards the entrance. Shaped by his will, it wrapped itself invisibly along the narrow edge where the door would lock. As expected, neither of the guards seemed to notice and Roy retreated against the wall of the house, focussing his mind on maintaining both the shield and his illusion. 

After some time, two sets of footsteps passed his hiding place; one guard was presumably leaving to patrol the grounds, and the other heading home to their bed. If either had looked, they would have seen that the lock’s light remained green behind them.  

The door swung open at the push of Roy’s gloved hand, clicking shut behind him as he released the shielding spell. 

The chemical smell of fresh paint dominated the little kitchen in which he found himself. Though the walls were a glossy white, the scuffed bare stone of the floor told him that refurbishments to this room were incomplete.  A closed door at the back of the room led to the main body of the house. This one was unlocked, and after a pause to listen for footsteps, Roy passed through.

It was warmer inside and would have been cosy, had it not been the height of summer. Instead, the plush carpet had trapped the day’s heat, making the air close and heavy. Roy dismissed his illusion, the disguise no longer worth the focus it took to maintain, and drew a deep breath.

The stale air didn’t help with the sense of confinement, and he unzipped his brown jacket, flapping it open in an attempt to dry the sweat forming on his skin. He was in what looked like a ground floor foyer, composed of a small seating area below a spiral staircase that led to the top floor. 

Here at least, the house retained some of the elegant, Ardveldian style that would have once defined the property. Dark green walls were embossed with an angular design, extending up to a high ceiling swirled with intricately carved patterns.

Not that Felix Marek wasn’t trying to impose his mark here, too. It was now clear to Roy that the scaffolding he’d seen outside was just one part of an extensive remodelling. Dust sheets covered the floor where a large fireplace had been installed, comprising an elaborate mantelpiece over a deep hearth. There would have been no need for fire in the original construction, not when the staff could use their magic to charge the passive spells for heat and cooling.

What had happened to them, Roy wondered, when the family that owned this place fled? 

The familiar heat of rage burned through him, untempered by how simple this break-in was proving to be. He’d come for answers, but all was quiet, the security lax. Marek might have something to hide, but if this was his set-up, then any evidence was most likely back in Vailberg. 

In any case, Roy was here now. 

Tall windows lit the staircase with the eerie glow of moonlight, and Roy headed up to the second floor. As he turned the corner, the disapproving eyes of a portrait peered down at him from the wall. Whoever painted it must have been in a forgiving mood; Felix Marek’s wispy hair looked near dignified in this depiction, and you could almost believe he still had the muscular physique of his youth. Roy gave the painting the finger as he passed. Unfortunately for Marek’s ego, television cameras told a different story.

Roy wasn’t sure where he was going but had let instinct carry him upstairs, knowing the building work on the ground floor likely meant that nothing of interest would be stored there. The corridor here smelled of fresh paint, like the guards’ room below, but he was relieved to see that this floor also had carpet to muffle his footsteps. 

Still watching for movement, Roy reached out with his magic sense. There was no answering presence of another mage and, though this didn’t guarantee the upstairs rooms were unoccupied, it gave him confidence enough to move on. 

The lights he’d seen from outside had been to the left of the house, so Roy went right, running a hand along the bump where wooden panelling met newly papered wall. He couldn’t help smiling as he did so. This was the satisfying sensation of being in a place he didn’t belong, echoing the buzz that had driven him to a multitude of less-than-legal activities in his teens.

Magic flaring against his fingertips brought him to a sudden stop. At first glance, the wall here looked no different from the rest of the corridor. But then Roy spotted the narrow gap that ran from floor to ceiling. It was a magic-locked door, flush with the wall and concealed, with no obvious entry point other than a thin, metallic strip along the gap in the panelling.

He licked his lips as he saw the metal, his trained eyes instantly recognising the simple alarm that had been embedded in the wood. It would sound an alert if anyone opened the door, but he had come prepared. Roy reached into the inner pocket of his coat and grasped what he was searching for: a thin rectangular magnet. Alarms like this were common, especially on internal doors that required little security, but the wires inside were easily tricked. Held near the metal connector, a magnet would temporarily disable it. The magical lock, however, should provide a bit more fun. Magnet ready, he turned his attention to the passive spell that was keeping the door shut. The moment he extended his power to read the spell, he recognised it. He froze, blood beating through his ears as he ran over and over the familiar pattern, his shock tinged with pain and grief. 

Roy had not encountered a lock like this since he was eight years old. Not since his mother had crafted simple replicas for him to solve — basic imitations of the spells that secured the palace where she had worked. 

This was a palace lock. 

Fear had swept the country in the days and months following the takeover and, for a moment, Roy felt that fear again. Ardveld’s most powerful mages, slaughtered by their Velbian guests without a mage among them. The Royal Family and their four Champions… All the apprentices and staff who had been at the palace that day. In the twenty-three years since, they’d never revealed how it had been done.

No one left alive should be able to craft something like this. Certainly not for the home of someone like Felix Marek. 

Roy realised he was shaking and forced himself to focus. He pulled off a glove with his teeth and rested his hand against the rough wallpaper over the door, reading the spell more easily without the physical barrier. It didn’t seem much more advanced than the practice locks he’d cracked as a child.

Passive spells sustained themselves via a continuous flow of magic imprinted on a physical object. They looped via a framework created from the caster's will, beginning at the start of their intent through to the completed instruction, and so on, over and over again. Further intentions could be layered over the top; in the case of a locking spell, this usually meant adding a pass signature and additional bindings to a door that would each need to be unravelled for the spell to break. 

Any spell could theoretically be broken with enough force, but by feeling the weak point in the loop — the point at which the caster’s intent began — only a slight nudge of magic was required to unhook the connection and disperse the spell’s structure. 

What made the palace locks different from any other Roy had encountered was the introduction of false loops. It took exceptional focus to set up false intent within a passive spell; it was a lie, told to both caster and reader. The false loop lay over the true instruction, obscuring the weak connection point from view.

This lock had three.

Though feverishly curious about the caster, Roy focused, closing his eyes and working his way through the spell. He unhooked each true loop in turn until, with a whoosh of energy, it dispersed into nothing. 

He allowed himself a smug smile, then pocketed his glove, pressed his magnet against the alarm and pushed the door open.

The room was smaller and darker than he expected, lit only by the moonlit corridor behind him. If there was ever a window in here, it had been bricked up, leaving the air stale. Roy didn’t want to risk touching the light switch. Instead, he generated a small magelight that reflected off the glass cabinets lining the walls, then shuffled further inside.

His magic sense immediately picked up the radiating energy of half a dozen spells — traces from small trinkets, faint from behind the glass. Roy directed his magelight towards the nearest cabinet and looked over the contents. A tea set, some metal cylinders, a pair of glasses… Only some had their passive spells still present, though it wasn’t like Marek would be able to tell.

Hair prickled on the back of Roy’s neck and he jerked around. 

For a moment, he’d thought someone was in the room with him, but everything remained still. As he scanned the walls, his eyes picked up a faint glow from a cabinet on the opposite side. He moved closer, and the unsettled feeling grew as he approached.

Roy was surprised to find the cabinet empty except for three slim wooden rods, about half the length of his forearm. A handle was carved into the end of each one, reminding Roy of the wands used in the old fairytales.  Two were dull and charred, like they’d been taken from the edge of a fire, but the last one glowed, a sickly light emanating from small marks etched into the surface. 

Roy opened the cabinet, feeling out with his magic to read the passive spell that must be there. Then he realised what was wrong. 

There was no spell. The magic given off was undirected. Faceless.

Whatever marks were carved into the wand were too difficult to see in this light. He went to pick it up, but as his hand tightened around the smooth wood, a jolt of energy coursed through his body. Roy reeled against the cabinet, stomach lurching as his own magic reacted with the intrusive power that surged through him. In a second it was gone, and he was left swallowing the bile that had risen at the back of his throat.

Too hot. He couldn’t breathe. Roy’s vision spun like he’d just finished a Friday night at the bar, and he staggered to the door, yanking it open. Breathing heavily, he leant against the banister until his mind cleared enough to realise that the ringing in his ears was coming from outside his own head. 

“Shit.” 

He’d completely forgotten about the electric alarm.

Footsteps from the floor below told him that it had alerted the guards to his presence. He backed away from the stairs, wondering briefly if he should try to leave the way he came in. The thought was quickly dismissed as he locked eyes with the man rushing up towards him, gun in hand.

Roy turned and bolted. An angry shout followed, but he was already casting a shield that would cover his back. The corridor ended in a wall, but there were more rooms to his left and he slammed through the first door that opened.

Inside were more of the building works he’d seen downstairs.  Dust sheets littered the floor in front of the new hearth, and on either side were windows, through which he could see the bars of scaffolding.

Without time to think, Roy leapt towards the nearest window, fumbling with the latch. It clicked open just as the first bullet ricocheted off his shield, accompanied by a wave of exhaustion as he tried to maintain it. Ears ringing from the gunshot, he threw himself out onto the scaffolding, descending in a half climb, half fall to the garden below.

A second bullet grazed his shield, and it took all of Roy’s focus to prevent it from shattering. He wasn’t sure he’d be able to hold it if another shot struck. Whatever that wand had done to him, he was running low on magic, and exhaustion was further depleting his willpower. So much for guns not working on mages. 

Electric lights blazed on in the house behind him, flooding the patio. Landing had expelled the air from his lungs, but Roy didn’t wait to catch his breath, instead sprinting further into the garden until he was lost in the darkness.







THE WALL AT the end of the garden was as easily scalable as the one he’d used to enter. Roy hurdled it and didn’t stop running until the dirt-covered country path from the house became a streetlamp-lined pavement. 

Lungs burning from the sprint, he fumbled off his jacket and turned it inside out to display its lighter lining. It wasn’t much, but it might throw off anyone looking for him. As he did so, he saw the point of the wand poking out from a pocket. He barely remembered putting it there, though thinking back, he must have still been gripping it when he left the hidden room.

Hesitantly, he brushed a finger against the smooth wood, bracing for a shock of magic. But this time it didn’t come. Roy pulled it out as he replaced his jacket and noticed that, though there was still a glow from the symbols, it was now very faint.

The sepia light of the streetlamps was enough for him to see the markings clearly. Each was a series of fine lines ending in circles — they seemed only vaguely familiar until he saw the last. It was a horizontal line with two more lines fanning up from each end, and one vertical line striking down through the centre. Small circles marked the joins with a large circle crowning each point, and Roy’s hand quivered as he looked at it. 

It was the mark of the Ardveldian Royal Family.











CHAPTER TWO
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CALLING IT ‘BACKSTAGE’ would have been generous. The area where Alex sat was hidden by little more than a black sheet printed with the band’s logo, flung over the wooden beam above. His mother had arranged it through her business; the factory-made fabric had been imported from Vailberg, along with the T-shirts Eira had ordered for what small fan base existed outside of their classmates. 

It was an uncharacteristically hot summer, and the field of yellowed grass at the edge of town was not benefitting from the swarm of final year students that had descended upon it. Alex’s clammy T-shirt clung uncomfortably to his tan skin, the usual waves of his dark hair flattened by sweat. He licked his chapped lips and reached for his magic, intending to at least dry off his clothes, but then thought better of it. It wouldn’t cost a lot but he didn’t want to risk the over-exertion, not after dumping so much of his power into his generator that morning.

Colourful lights flickered above as the heavy bass resumed, bright enough against the darkening sky to be visible through the cloth, but Eira was too skilled for him to sense any radiating magic. It hurt to miss the display. Watching countless practices hadn’t dulled any of the splendour of her routine, but as the band’s unofficial technician, he needed to be here.

Alex crouched down, ignoring the dry grass spiking his knees, and put a hand on his machine. It could almost pass for a guitar amp — a metallic box with a panel of buttons and wires running out of it towards the stage. The cool metal hummed under his fingertips as the electric generator whirred inside, but Alex explored the device with his magic instead, probing the passive spell he had cast there. 

The spell within the machine enabled the turbine to move, and Alex was disappointed to find its power running low. Even with all the magic he had stored inside it, the generator could only run for around three hours. Still, his framework of instruction was holding and should produce enough electricity to power the various amps and lights for one more song.

It was perhaps an indication of his inexperience that he could sense the generator’s passive spell so readily. A more focussed will as he formed the spell would have meant less waste energy as it ran — less radiation for his senses to pick up. Alex knew the generator shouldn’t have required as much magic as it did. His father could have done better.

With a sigh, he pulled a crumpled envelope from the back pocket of his jeans. It was still sealed, and his eyes passed over his name without reading it, drawn instead towards the logo printed in the top left corner. 

Aedemeer City University. The letter had come from the capital that morning. It was the best place in Ardveld to study engineering, almost on par with the great universities in Vailberg. That’s if he’d made it in.

A sputtering from the machine behind him broke through his rumination. Shoving the letter back into his pocket, he spun around, sucking air through his teeth in frustration. The spell was dying. 

It took only a thought for Alex to draw on his magic. The passive spell within the generator glowed in his mind, accepting the gush of his remaining power. He wasn’t sure how much it would need; there must be less than a minute of show time left. But the electric lights, the speakers… Alex cut his connection with the spell and hoped for the best.

Reality replaced the feeling of magic, sharp and loud, as though he had emerged from deep water. His ears rang over the sound of the music, and Alex couldn’t separate the thumping of the bass from the beating of his heart. Black dots danced across his vision when he tried to stand, and he sunk down into the dirt as quickly as he had risen, trying to quell the shaking in his limbs.

Deep breaths usually helped to soothe away the dizzy sensation of magic over-exertion. He leant against the metal casing of the generator and closed his eyes.

A cheer from the crowd startled him back to consciousness. Blinking, Alex saw letters shining in colourful sparks across the velvet sky, but it took a moment for him to realise they were backwards, clearly directed at those looking at the stage: Thank you and goodnight!

Alex groaned as he forced himself to sit up straight. His right shoulder ached where he had been leaning against the hard surface, and he rubbed at it while summoning the strength to stand. His generator had stopped its whirring, and he didn’t need to check to know that his passive spell had expired along with it. Stupid, really. If he’d bothered to add a fail-safe loop, he wouldn’t have to recast the framework. Again.  

In the absence of the meagre light the electric lamps had provided, Alex saw the bobbing glow of magelights rising from the crowd, brightening the paths out of the field and illuminating those bothering to clean up. Wincing, he rotated his shoulder and pushed himself to his feet, leaning on the machine for support. This time, his vision mercifully stayed clear.

A rustle of fabric told him someone was approaching. 

“Alex?” The dark blonde of Eira’s hair was hidden as usual by one of her illusions, this time cycling through a rainbow of colours that cast a hypnotic glow over her pale face in the fading light. Like the magelights he’d seen earlier, it was an active spell, requiring constant focus even if it didn’t use much power. If it was distracting her, Alex couldn’t tell.

“Is it all right to unplug the stuff now? We’re packing up.”

“Sure.” Alex bent down and started pulling the wire connectors out of the generator, hoping the movement would disguise the weakness he felt.

“You had to shut it off in the end then? I thought you’d leave the lights on at least,” Eira said as she wound the cables up. Alex passed her another, but this time she paused as she took it. “Are you okay?”

“Yeah, fine!” Alex shook his head and immediately regretted it, trying to blink away the woozy sensation that had rushed back.

To his relief, Eira didn’t seem to notice. “You’ve been quiet all day.” She hesitated, then placed her hand on his shoulder. “Did you hear yet? About Aedemeer?”

“Oh.” Alex’s thoughts jumped to the crumpled paper in his pocket. “Sort of. Well… I mean, I got a letter. Here.” Standing up straight, he pulled the envelope from his pocket and held it out.

Eira just looked at him. “You haven’t opened it?”

He shrugged, not meeting her eyes.

“Want me to do it?”

“I guess someone’s got to.” 

His weak smile faded under Eira’s scrutinising gaze. Then she took the letter, slid a thumb under the flap of the envelope, and tore it open. Alex watched her face out of the corner of his vision, trying not to guess from her expression what she was reading.

“Hmmm. Interesting.” He made a grab for the paper, but the wooziness from his magic exhaustion made him slow, and she danced back, laughing. “I thought you wanted me to tell you!”

“Hurry up then!” He grinned. Eira wouldn’t tease him if it was bad news.

Her own suppressed smile broke wide across her face. “You got in!” She pushed the letter into his hand, sweeping him into a hug that almost knocked him off his feet. “You’ve got to let me be there when you tell your mum. I bet she’s gonna cry.”

“Happy tears, I hope!” Alex replied. The thought of how proud she’d be almost felt better than knowing he’d been accepted.

“You’re still coming to the pub, right? We should head back to yours afterwards. Maybe just stay for one drink, then get going. I can’t believe you had the letter on you all day and didn’t open it!”

Alex listened contentedly to Eira’s excited rambling as she collected up the last wire. “You said your dad’s got a mobile phone, right? Wanna use mine to call him? Tell him the good news?”

The question broke him from his happy daze. “I—” Alex hesitated before continuing quickly. “I mean, he’s coming down at the weekend. For my birthday. We’ll tell him then.”

“Well, I guess you can do a double celebration.” Eira’s careful response told him she hadn’t missed his deliberate avoidance. She pulled him into another hug, the fruity smell of her clothes reminding him how much he needed a shower. “You should be really proud.”

“Thanks.” Now that the excitement was wearing off, Alex realised how exhausted he was. He reached for the strap to lug the generator over his shoulder, but found his limbs shaking as he attempted to lift it. “How about you? Did you get anything from Beiriant?” 

Eira flinched, and for a moment he wondered if he’d said something wrong. Then she reached across him, laying a hand on his machine. “The spell… You didn’t— Alex, I knew you weren’t okay. Do you think I can’t spot when you’re magic sick? Why didn’t you just let it die? Or ask someone for help?”

“I’m fine, really,” Alex replied. “And I didn’t have time to ask anyone — it only needed another minute. Anyway, I sat down for a bit afterwards and now I’m good.”

“You don’t look it,” Eira said. “Let’s get you home. You should rest.” She gently tugged the strap from Alex’s hand, but he snatched at it.

“I can carry it!”

“Yeah, if you want us to take half the night.” She laughed. “I know it’s your baby. Trust me, I’ll be very careful.”

Alex frowned but stepped back, allowing her to hoist the generator off the ground, strap over her shoulder and both hands on the handle that stuck out from the top as she leant away from the weight.

Together, they shuffled down the path from the field, Eira’s magelight ahead of them. The few stragglers that remained waved as they passed, and Alex focussed on standing as straight as possible to hide his weakness.

“They can’t tell, you know,” Eira whispered beside him. “It doesn’t matter, anyway.”

“What about the pub?” Alex asked suddenly. “You wanted to go. And Karla’s going to be there, right?” He might not be able to manage drinks tonight, but Eira shouldn’t have to miss out because of him.

“There’ll be other nights.” She took one hand off the generator to punch his arm, earning a disgruntled oof in return. “Hopefully the guilt will stop you pulling this again.” 

“It’ll probably be the last night out for a while, though...” He appreciated Eira’s words, but most of their peers would leave for a career soon, the rest heading off to university. Either way, it meant a long time until another event like this. That’s if the field was even here when he came back. He’d heard it had been bought up, likely by one of those rich guys from Vailberg his mum was always complaining about. After so long dreaming of leaving, Alex was surprised by how sad the thought made him.

“Your health is more important than any night out. You need to rest.”

As much as he hated to admit it, Eira was probably right. He didn’t want anyone to see him like this. At least if he slept in tomorrow, he’d be back to normal by the time his father arrived.
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THE LAST DROPS of the downpour spattered across the steaming pavement, but the humidity had left Matthew as damp underneath his jacket as he was outside of it. Food smells wafted from the undercover market to his right, mixing with the earthy scent left by the rain. 

He was early. The trains had run well for once and, given that he had allowed extra time for the journey, it was a good half hour before he was due to meet Oliver. At least it would give him time to settle in at the rendezvous and dry off.

A shout from an overzealous market seller boomed over the roar of cars and chattering shoppers, and he jolted in alarm. Being in the capital always put him on edge.

Sweeping a lock of soaked, black hair from his eyes, Matthew looked around for the name of the road. A drop of water snuck under the collar of his jacket, running a chilling line down his back as he saw the sign carved into the stonework above. There it is. Practically a historic artefact itself, nowadays. The familiar stab of sorrow followed as he noted the faded royal coat of arms inscribed next to the street name. It was a wonder Morgan Heliodor hadn’t had them all destroyed.

The well-maintained words, at least, told him he was in the right place. 

A few shops down, the tearoom looked bright and inviting against the overcast afternoon sky. Matthew pushed the door open and bundled inside. It was occupied, but mercifully quiet. A couple of people in business dress were dotted around the single tables, and a group of women with prams had taken over a corner, too distracted by fidgety babies to notice his entrance. 

He headed towards a corner table at the rear, ducking under low beams as he passed. A man was already sat there, his well-cut suit jacket open over an emerald-green waistcoat. Sandy hair fell towards golden eyes that lit up with a smile as they met Matthew’s.

“You’re early.” Oliver rested his half-empty teacup back on its saucer, the movement showing a flash of gold cufflink.

“Not early enough, apparently.” Matthew shook his head in mock disbelief, then dragged a chair around the table so its back was against the wall. His wet jacket began to trickle a puddle onto the floor as he peeled it off, and Oliver frowned. 

“Dare I ask why you didn’t use a shield?”

“Didn’t seem like anyone else was doing it. I don’t want to draw attention.” 

“Well, I’m not sure that looking like a drowned rat is any more subtle.”

Matthew laughed and sat down, sodden jeans still dripping. Then, drawing on a small amount of his magic, he heated the water in his clothes and hair until it puffed away in a light cloud of steam. “Better?” It definitely felt better. “How long have you been here, anyway? I thought I might have beaten you for once.”

“Not long,” Oliver replied, taking another sip of his tea. “I decided I may as well take a half day; I could certainly use some time off.” He gave a heavy sigh and Matthew noticed dark circles beneath his eyes, ones that even the youthful appearance gifted to those with high magic ability couldn’t hide.

“What, did Morgan change the tax code or something?” Even in jest, the name burned as he said it. He continued in a gentler tone, “You look knackered.”

“Thanks,” Oliver replied. Then with a dismissive shake of his head he seemed to appear brighter. “It’s nothing to worry about. Just unusually busy for this time of year. Actually, that’s probably not a bad thing... Oh!” He pulled out a brown paper bag containing a wrapped parcel. “Before I forget, this is for Alex. Please tell him how sorry I am that I can’t deliver it in person. I don’t suppose he’s heard back from the university yet?” 

Oliver passed the bag over to Matthew, who tucked it away by a leg of his chair.

“I imagine he will tell me when I’m next down.” He gave Oliver a sideways glance. “Don’t think I’ve forgotten what you did.”

“I merely offered him a place to stay for the interview. How was I to know he hadn’t involved you?” Oliver’s reply was cool, but Matthew could see a tinge of pink around his ears. 

“Oh, come on. Since when do you not know what’s going on in my life?” Matthew ran a frustrated hand through his hair, but there was no anger in his comment. “I thought I was supposed to be your boss.”

“In that case, I thought you were supposed to listen to my advice. He doesn’t understand, and I don’t blame him. Alex thinks that he isn’t good enough.”

“Not good enough?” Matthew paused in confusion. “How? You’ve seen the things he’s made, the spells he’s done. He’s better than I was at his age.”

“I have seen them.” Oliver nodded behind his cup. “And that’s why he can’t understand why his own father wants him to stay wasting away in Couden Cross.”

“He said that?” Matthew’s gaze fell to the wooden table, and he found himself tracing the scuff marks there with his finger. “That’s not what I want. It’s just more important that he’s safe. He can be successful and still have a quiet life.”

“He’d be safer if you told him the truth.”

The clink of Oliver’s empty teacup in his saucer snapped Matthew’s eyes back up. 

“I’m not telling him. Not until he’s older. We’ve been through this.” There was an ache in his jaw as he clenched it.

“He’s going to be eighteen. He’s older than you were when it happened.”

“Yeah, and he deserves more time than we got.”

Matthew sat up straighter, anticipating a counterargument, until he noticed that Oliver’s attention had been caught by the tearoom entrance. Concerned, he glanced in the same direction and saw that the group of women were leaving, struggling to squeeze one of their prams out past the heavy door.

With a small exertion of his magic, Matthew nudged the door wider. The women departed, presumably unaware of his interference, though the flare of energy obviously hadn’t been missed by Oliver, who turned to him wide-eyed. 

“Everything okay?” Matthew kept his voice low.

“Fine.” The shock on Oliver’s face faded instantly to a blank expression, his eyes becoming unfocused. 

He’s talking to Ewen. Matthew sank back in his chair and waited.

For the most part, he found it easy to forget about the other soul that had occupied his friend’s mind for the past twenty-three years. The voice of Oliver’s predecessor had, of course, been a great asset, but Matthew couldn’t help but feel unsettled when he remembered that two people often looked out at him through one pair of eyes. It must be worse for Oliver, and Matthew thanked whatever luck he had left that whoever had crafted the Champion spell hadn’t seen fit to confer the same powers upon the royal line.

“Sorry about that.” With a blink, Oliver’s attention was back in the room. “Would you like a drink? I should have asked when you arrived.”

Matthew didn’t reply, folding his arms sceptically.

“Ewen was advising on tea,” Oliver explained. He looked relaxed enough, but Matthew knew better than to trust his outwards appearance. “This place was actually his recommendation. Would you like me to choose you one to try, or will you have your usual?” 

The question was half hearted, but Matthew decided to let it go. Perhaps he’d misread the concern on his friend’s face. “Maybe next time. Just grab me a can of something.” Unlike Oliver, no amount of education or pressure had ever given him a taste for warm drinks.

Oliver groaned and got up from his seat. “Fair enough. Though you don’t know what you’re missing.” He left the table mumbling something that sounded like ‘sacrilege’.

Left to his own thoughts, Matthew let his eyes wander around the room. It was an old building, even by Aedemeer standards, and he wondered how much it had seen over the years. Ewen had been his father’s Tactician, to use the common term for it, and it was odd to think of the man sitting in this very room. Perhaps he had been prompted to visit by his own mentor, and so on, going back generations.

His musings were interrupted by the return of Oliver, who placed a can in front of him along with an empty glass, before taking his seat. 

“I’m not saying it has anything to do with us,” he began, arranging a teapot and fresh cup in front of him. “However, I have been observing one of the other patrons— Don’t look!” he commanded.

“I wasn’t going to look!” Matthew said, but his heart rate had increased. He tried to focus on the chilled can in his hands rather than on the other people in the room.

“Their behaviour has raised my suspicion,” continued Oliver. “Now, I need you to tell me if the large, fair-haired gentleman seated to the left of the door looks familiar to you.” 

Matthew’s fingers seemed clumsy as he cracked his drink open, looking far less casual than intended. Ignoring the glass, he took a sip directly from the can and glanced over to the table that Oliver had indicated. From here, he had a clear view of the man hunched there, face partially obscured by the newspaper he appeared to be reading. He was tall and broad, wearing a hefty black jacket still damp from the rain. Matthew didn’t recognise him. 

“No, I don’t know him,” he said, leaning in towards Oliver so that they could keep their voices low. “What’s he done that’s worried you?”

“He came in earlier, when the women left,” Oliver responded. “He passed the front of the shop three times since you arrived, along with another man, but then entered alone.” 

“That’s not hugely suspicious,” Matthew said, though he didn’t relax.

“I agree,” Oliver replied. “However, he hasn’t ordered a drink, nor removed his coat, and I have watched him continue to take glances in this direction from the moment of his arrival, despite the fact he’s attempting to appear engrossed in a newspaper.”

Matthew made a noise of agreement. He didn’t want to be paranoid, but experience told him Oliver wouldn’t have mentioned anything unless he had a genuine concern. As if sensing Matthew’s thoughts, Oliver continued.

“I wouldn’t have wanted to worry you, but as I went up to order, I saw his associate pass by again. He also seemed very focussed in your direction. An innocent man would surely be more interested in his friend than another customer, no?” 

“And Ewen agreed?” Matthew waited for Oliver to nod before he continued, panic rising. “How could they have found us?” 

It had been so long, he’d half thought Morgan Heliodor had stopped looking, but now—

“It’s not Morgan,” Oliver interrupted, halting his racing thoughts. “These men — they aren’t subtle. I was hardly paying attention and I spotted them.” He spoke with a quiet confidence as he began to pour some tea into his cup. “Besides, they just don’t give off that professional vibe.” 

“When are you ever ‘hardly paying attention’?” Matthew muttered, but his heartbeat no longer sounded as loud. “If they aren’t Morgan’s, then who are they?”

“I was hoping you might know.” Oliver narrowed his eyes. “What have you been doing recently?”

Matthew shifted in his seat, rolling the can between his hands so that the soft metal bent under his fingers. “Nothing notable, just work.” 

He looked away, unable to meet Oliver’s fixed stare. Even with only two years between them, the Tactician could make him feel like a child. 

“There’s one thing I can think of, but that was over two weeks ago.”

“What thing?” Oliver’s tone had turned icy, and Matthew had the uncomfortable feeling that it wasn’t only his friend judging him.

“It was nothing. Really!” Matthew ran a hand through his hair. “Look, I took it on as a quick side job. Something interesting for a change. You know, last week they had me charging lights? Every day for a week. Because it’s still cheaper than getting electricity that far out from the city.”

“I don’t need to know why you did it, just tell me what you did.”

“It was just a lock. Off the books. Nothing special.” Matthew shrugged. “Honestly, I didn’t even think anything of it until now. Some guy moving here from Vailberg wanted to make sure no one could get into one of his rooms. I whacked on a lock and that was it!”

“You’re working for Velbians now?” Oliver seemed surprised but didn’t press further. “What was in the room?”

“It was empty, I don’t know. I didn’t ask questions.”

“Evidently,” Oliver murmured, sipping at his drink. “Do you at least remember the client’s name?”

Matthew frowned as he tried to remember. “Marek? Felix Marek, I think his name was.” 

Oliver choked on his tea. “Felix Marek?” he wheezed.

“What?” The reaction brought on another wave of anxiety, and Matthew glanced over at the man near the door. To his relief, he still had his face pressed into his newspaper.

“You do know he was Aiden Heliodor’s business partner?” Oliver’s voice had recovered from the choking, but clearly not from the shock. “He just sold off his shares and retired! Don’t you watch the news?”

“No,” Matthew replied. “I try not to.” Especially at this time of year. He wasn’t pleased to see Oliver’s expression morph into one of pity. “Don’t look at me like that.” 

Aiden Heliodor was Morgan Heliodor’s nephew, son of the Arch Canlaw, Kaylee of Vailberg. Matthew felt like a lead weight had dropped into his stomach.

For a moment, Oliver didn’t say anything more. He drummed his fingers lightly against the wood of the table and Matthew focussed on the movement, the world narrowing down to a point.

“I still don’t believe they know who you really are,” Oliver continued eventually. “You say he wanted this lock unregistered? That makes me think it’s not thieves he’s worried about…”

“You’re thinking he’s hiding something from Aiden? Or Morgan?”

“Could easily be both. Though it doesn’t matter either way. My best theory is that this is a silencing operation, and they don’t know who they’re dealing with.”

Fear subsiding, Matthew found it replaced by frustration. Couldn’t he even have a simple drink without something happening? And even worse: he had worried Oliver. “I guess we’d better come up with a plan then.”

“We have a plan.” 

Of course we do. Matthew waited for his Tactician to elaborate.

“There’s a back entrance to the tearoom, along a short corridor past the bathroom. It opens out into the alleyway that runs between this building and the wall of the market. You likely walked past it on your way here.”

The market would be a good place to lose a pursuer in the crowd. 

“What if they have people waiting in the alley? You said there could be more than one person following us.” 

“You’re right. It’s likely the back door is being watched, but I don’t intend for us to fight our way out.” Oliver ran a finger in a line across the table. “If this is the alleyway, and here is where the exit comes out,” he pointed towards the centre of the line, “then slightly to the left, in the wall opposite, you will find an entrance to the market. It was boarded up for years, but when I found it, I decided it could be useful to incorporate it, and this tearoom, into one of our meeting spots.”

“You magic locked it?” Matthew wasn’t surprised that there had been more to this place than just the pleasant atmosphere and fancy tea.

“Yes, to my signature. It’s not ideal but, if we aim to get through quickly, they won’t be able to follow. By the time they reach the main market entrance, we should be out and on our way to the safe house at Wych Cross.”

“Fair enough.” Matthew leaned back in his seat, attempting to stretch some looseness back into his limbs. “So if I get up first, as if I am going to the toilet, then you follow sometime after and we meet up at the exit?”

Oliver rejected his suggestion without a pause. “No need. We’ll go together.”

“Won’t that seem suspicious?”

“Only to someone following us,” Oliver replied, matter-of-factly. “And if they are, they aren’t going to be far behind. We’ll save time and be safer together.” 

Not convinced that Oliver just didn’t want to let him out of his sight, Matthew didn’t bother to argue.

“Ready then?” Oliver set aside his empty teacup, and Matthew felt the slight tingle in the air as Oliver’s shields went up. Taking the cue, Matthew drew on his own magic, projecting a shield around his body. He reached back to grab his coat, tucking it over the bag containing Alex’s present and picked up both. 

“Nothing strange about two friends going to the bathroom together...” Matthew mumbled as he stood up to follow Oliver to the door.

It was quiet in the small corridor. Matthew squeezed past Oliver, who placed his hand on the door they had just come through and cast a basic lock spell. 

“Apologies to anyone who needs the toilet,” he said, tilting his head to indicate they should proceed along the hall, to the fire exit that led to the alleyway.

“Do you think it will be alarmed?” Matthew asked. Touching his hand to the door, he scanned it for magic energy and picked up nothing. Any lock or alarm would be manual.

“No, I checked before we arrived.”

Accepting Oliver’s confirmation, Matthew cast his magic sense out beyond the door. Physical barriers made it harder to pick up the radiating energy of spells or mages, but if anyone was directly outside, he should be able to feel them.

“Anyone out there?” Oliver said, who was no doubt also checking himself. 

Matthew closed his eyes to focus. There was a strange presence out there — a mage, maybe. Or some kind of passive spell? “Something to the left, but I can’t tell for certain.”

“You can’t tell?” Oliver hummed as he paused to think. “Well, we’ll have to deal with it as it comes. It’s likely that our tearoom friend has sent a message, so let’s assume they are expecting us.” 

Matthew moved aside as Oliver grasped the bar of the fire door, then pushed down on the handle and darted into the alley. With a tight grip on the bag in his hand, Matthew followed.

The cobbled path was slippery from the afternoon rain. Magic focused into his shield, Matthew kept his eyes on Oliver rather than looking for the boarded-up doorway himself. Now they were outside, the confusing magic presence was far more obvious, almost nauseating, unlike any spell he’d ever felt. 

They hadn’t made it more than two paces before he heard a shout, followed by a fizzing crack that Matthew felt more than heard. A wave of energy collided with his shield, sending him reeling off balance. He landed clumsily on his knees, pain shooting through his hand as it slammed into the ground. The shield, which should have repelled any attack, warped as it absorbed the energy and shattered. 

Senses returning, Matthew heard Oliver shouting from somewhere above his head. The scene in the alley rushed back into focus and his eyes met those of the man who had attacked him. 

Smaller and younger than the one who had been watching them in the tearoom, he stood frozen, a look of surprise on his face. Whatever the man held in his hand was still pointed at Matthew, and he scrambled back to his feet. As he did so, the assailant seemed to snap out of his daze. 

He charged forward, blocking their passage to the market door, but a blast of magic from Oliver blew him back. Then Matthew felt his friend grab his arm, dragging him — bag, coat, and all — along the alley towards the street.

“I thought we were going to the market!” Matthew called, hurrying to keep pace with Oliver while trying not to slip on the rain-slick stone.

“Change of plan!” 

Oliver pulled him around the corner as they reached the main road. When he looked back, the man from the alley was behind them and had been joined by the one from the shop. 

“Don’t attack. Too many people,” Oliver instructed through panting breaths. Another flare of magic, and this time the pavement behind them sparkled as Oliver’s spell drained the heat from the water pooled there. The two of them pushed through the crowd, inciting gasps, swiftly followed by the cries of multiple shoppers slipping on the suddenly icy ground.

“What the hell did they attack us with?” Matthew shouted as he ran.

“I don’t know,” Oliver replied. “But if it could knock you down, then it’s too risky to take chances.”

“We need to find somewhere open.”

“Park! Over the road ahead. Let’s try to lose them first.”

As if in response, the air fizzed with another bolt of energy. This time it was followed by screams and a sickening crunch of metal. 

Matthew spun on the spot, no longer running. A bus was horizontal across the busy road, the front crushed inwards above the left wheel, leaving it sagging to one side drunkenly. Another car had crashed into it, causing both rows of traffic to come to a standstill. 

From here it was impossible to tell whether the passengers in both vehicles were okay. Matthew began to force his way back against the flow of terrified people now rushing in their direction, before Oliver caught his arm.

“Look,” Oliver pointed. Following his gaze, Matthew saw the man from the tearoom, gesturing angrily at his companion and grabbing at whatever the smaller man was holding. “Looks to me like they weren’t supposed to be creating a scene either.”

Sirens began to howl in the distance, the sound causing Matthew’s heart to leap in his chest. Even so, he didn’t move.

“Healers are on their way,” Oliver spoke gently. “Let’s get out while we can.”

“…Okay.” Swallowing his guilt, Matthew followed Oliver as they allowed the crowd to sweep them away. 

 








CHAPTER FOUR
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AN OFFICIAL THAT Tamara didn’t recognise gave her a polite nod as she passed into the richly decorated corridor of the main palace. She inclined her head in return, letting a mass of dark ringlets fall across her face. These rooms were notably different from those in the west wing where her new office was based, all gilt and white and shining. Until now, she could have imagined herself back at the university in Vailberg’s capital, rather than in Aedemeer’s Grand Palace. Or simply ‘the palace’, as most people called it.

It was difficult to keep to a normal pace. Adrenaline made her want to hurry, while apprehension kept her back. The stiff material of her office wear didn’t help. It restricted her movement and only the thin magic shield she kept between the rough fabric and her skin stopped the feeling from being unbearable. 

Tamara clenched her fists and took a deep breath. Nerves would only make her sensory issues worse.

During her induction a fortnight before, Morgan had said that she shouldn’t hesitate to let him know if she encountered any problems or had any queries; now that it came to it, though, Tamara wondered if that was true. People often said things they didn’t mean. Regardless, the talk in the breakfast room this morning hadn’t been small enough to ignore. 

There had been an attack in the city. 

Not that the news reports had contained any useful details. Theories seemed to range all the way from gang activity to a rebellion among the mages of Ardveld — and neither camp had any evidence to back up their assumptions. Whatever the reason, the palace staff seemed to believe there was magic involved and that meant, as Head of Magic Affairs, the incident fell under her jurisdiction.

Tamara hadn’t arranged a meeting with Morgan, but surely this was exactly the kind of situation that would warrant one. Still, she slowed as she reached the wide staircase she’d been told led to his office. 

Despite his reputation, Morgan had been perfectly polite during their brief conversation on her first day. That could just be a public front, but the staff also spoke fondly of him. If he was likely to unleash his wrath on an interrupter, she would hopefully have been warned by the person who’d given her directions.

The upper floor was lined with heavy doors of a carved, dark wood. Tamara wondered what they would have been used for when the Royal Family lived here, quickly forcing the question of whether the rooms were haunted from her mind. She was tense enough already without getting spooked by these silent, empty halls.

Ahead, her magic sense picked up the feeling of a passive spell. It emanated from a door to her left, beside which stood a stone pedestal holding a vase of white roses. They were fresh and blooming, and Tamara let the scent soothe her as she read the golden plaque beside the door: High Minister Morgan Heliodor. She was here.

Tamara straightened her posture and forced her hands to her sides, making a mental note to keep them there during the meeting. Then she gave a light knock on the door, followed quickly by a second, heavier one that might actually be heard. 

A man’s voice answered. “Yes?” 

She pushed the door wide enough to poke her head into the room. Morgan’s office was spacious, with large, arched windows running down one wall flanked by heavy, gold curtains. Muted sunlight illuminated an expansive desk to her left, stacked with books and papers. 

Behind the desk, bleached by the harsh light of an electric lamp, sat Morgan. His formal black suit brought little warmth to his skin, and his tie lay severely aligned despite the warm weather. He looked up at her, placing the piece of paper he held squarely on the desk in front of him.

“Tamara.” 

There was surprise in his voice and Tamara had the sinking feeling she’d been right; he hadn’t meant ‘any time’. Deciding it was too late to flee, she pushed the door open wider and strode into the room.

“Hi!” she said brightly, giving a slight wave before catching herself and remembering to keep her hands still.

“How can I help you?” 

His voice wasn’t amiable, but it didn’t contain the scolding tone she’d feared. With renewed confidence, she looked up, resting her gaze at the point above Morgan’s nose rather than meeting his eyes. 

He was younger than she remembered, particularly for someone without magic, and Tamara realised that this was the first time she’d ever looked at him properly. Though there were obvious lines around his eyes, Morgan’s neatly styled hair was still a rich chestnut, glinting dark red where it caught the light.

“I’m sorry to disturb you,” Tamara began. “But I’m here about the magical attack that happened yesterday.”

“What about it?” Morgan replied. 

It was not the response she had been expecting, and Tamara scrambled to find the words to explain why she’d felt the need to come. 

“It’s just… It seems like it was a large-scale incident involving magic, but I haven’t yet received any report or instruction?” It didn’t make sense that she hadn’t at least received a report, and it was, quite frankly, rude that she’d had to find out via gossip and news outlets.

Morgan nodded in response, then gestured at two plush leather chairs positioned in front of his desk. “Please, take a seat.” 

Tamara scuttled forward and perched on the nearest chair, trying to keep her posture upright and dignified.

“Thank you for coming,” Morgan continued. “I apologise that you didn’t receive a report as you expected. In this case, I decided that the situation wasn’t worth further investigation by our magic department and, for now, we are leaving it to the police force. As I’m sure you are aware, reports of magic use are unconfirmed and so far, no arrests have been made. It is likely that the incident was little more than a traffic accident. However I can, of course, arrange for a report to be issued to you for your own notes.” 

He finished speaking and folded his arms matter-of-factly, as though there was nothing further to discuss.

“But…” Tamara began, catching the flicker of annoyance that crossed Morgan’s face. Pushing on anyway, she continued. “Mages are saying they felt the blast. The front of a bus was crushed! The news is suggesting this is the largest unregistered magic incident in years. With the anniversary celebrations coming up next week, surely it’s worth taking seriously in case it’s some kind of precursor to an attack?” 

Tamara clenched her hands into the material of her skirt as she recited the arguments she’d prepared earlier to support her cause. “I don’t mean any offence to the police services when I say they might be ill-equipped to deal with a mage or mages of that ability, or to investigate what kind of spell caused the damage in the first place.” 

The frown on Morgan’s face had deepened, but she still didn’t sense any animosity — more that he was wondering how best to reply. After a moment, he picked up the sheet of paper he’d placed on the table. “Tamara,” he said, and she once more found it hard to reconcile the calm man before her with the stories she’d heard of the takeover. “You’re from Avel Kifaeros, correct?”

“I…” She’d never hidden where she came from. Few mages were born outside of Ardveld, and of those, the majority came from her homeland. The little province of Avel Kifaeros lay between Ardveld’s mountain border and the once-fractured states that had united to form Vailberg under the first Arch Canlaw, Kaylee and Morgan’s father. Many Velbians considered Avel Kifaeros to be part of Vailberg itself, but, being Kifaerish came with certain associations. Some, made by the ignorant, were unpleasant. 

“Yes,” she answered, this time truly meeting his eyes.

Morgan did not appear to notice the emotion his question had induced. “In that case,” he continued calmly, “why do you feel they appointed you to the role of Ardveld’s Head of Magic Affairs?”

Stunned by the question, it took a moment for Tamara to think of a response. Could he really be questioning her competence? She eyed him warily but couldn’t detect any veiled insult. Perhaps the question was genuine.

“Well…” She decided to answer sincerely. “I am one of the strongest and most experienced mages in Vailberg. Before this, I held a position as Deputy Head Researcher at Beiriant City University, publishing five manuals on magic efficiency and spell crafting during my five years in that role, while also training new graduates, mostly from Ardveld.” Morgan nodded as she spoke, studying her face carefully. “It seems logical that I would have been offered this role, given my experience teaching Ardveldian mages, and as the University’s Head Researcher is already in an advisory position to the Arch Canlaw…” Tamara trailed off, uncertain under Morgan’s scrutiny.

“All very true,” Morgan replied, and she experienced a wash of relief. “However, that is not why you are in the position.” 

Tamara realised she had been running her hands together as she spoke. Now they prickled with sweat in response to Morgan’s words. Her confusion was palpable, and Morgan sighed and gestured at the paper in his hand.

“I have here a letter from my Head of Defence — or rather, my former Head of Defence, considering that it outlines the details of his retirement.” 

Tamara nodded attentively, wondering how this was related to her own position. 

“Tell me,” Morgan continued. “Have you met any senior members of staff since your appointment two weeks ago?” He paused until she shook her head. “And I imagine you did not find it strange that your predecessor was not present to offer you an induction into your new role?” 

Thinking back, Tamara supposed it was unusual that all they had given her was a binder of notes and unfinished projects. That could easily have been normal procedure, though; she had no frame of reference for how things usually worked in government. 

There was a moment of silence and she wondered if this was a cue for her to ask him why there were so few senior staff around. Morgan, however, was looking past her, into the distance, and she was struck by a strange desire to avoid interrupting his thoughts. 

“It is unlikely you would be aware of this, considering the great lengths we’ve taken to keep the matter out of the public eye…” Morgan’s voice seemed softer now. “But Arch Canlaw Kaylee has been unwell for some time.” 

Tamara tried to stop her face showing her shock. For him to mention this, the situation must be serious. Serious enough that it was causing his advisers to retire, if she had interpreted his implication correctly. Then, she remembered his personal connection to the situation; Arch Canlaw Kaylee was Morgan’s sister.

“I’m sorry. Are— are you okay?”

Morgan’s eyebrows rose, and for the first time she saw a slight smile form on his face in response to her question. “I am well enough. Thank you, Tamara. Please do keep this information between us. I simply mentioned it to give a wider context to your situation.”

“I see.” Tamara hoped she’d filled in the correct blanks. 

Morgan gave a small sigh. “Yes, I have had rather an influx of retirement letters as my advisers have become aware.” He added the paper he was holding to a stack of others on his left. “Should Kaylee pass away, leadership of Vailberg will naturally fall to her son, Aiden. However with my...” He trailed off as though searching for the right word. “Well, it seems that no one with any sense wants to be in Ardveld in the event of political instability. Unfortunately for you, and your colleagues who have recently taken other positions here, you have likely received a poisoned chalice.” 

The news did not improve Tamara’s unease, though in some way, it wasn’t much of a surprise. None of her positions had been gained due to interpersonal skills, and while she had made some connections over the years, she hadn’t been reluctant to leave the university. It seemed the feeling was mutual.

Even so, she kept her response firm. “That may well be the case. But whatever the reasons for my appointment, I intend to give this role the respect and commitment it deserves.” This was going to be a new start, and there was no way of knowing if disaster lay ahead. She always trusted her instincts with people and after speaking with Morgan, it was hard to believe he would jeopardise his sister’s successor. Besides, having no expectations placed on her just made it easier to exceed them.

With that thought, Tamara realised that Morgan had not answered her original question. “I’m still not sure how this relates to the magic attack in the city?” she asked.

“I suppose it doesn’t.” Morgan’s response was infuriatingly vague. “I would just ask that you trust me when I say that this incident should not be looked into further.” His gaze was pointed. “As you say, regardless of how you acquired this role, it comes with the same powers and responsibilities as always. I am grateful for your dedication but would advise you to learn when best to exercise it.”

Tamara gave a stiff nod, conceding for now. She still didn’t understand what the Arch Canlaw’s illness had to do with the investigation, but she was pleased that Morgan had entrusted her with some clearly sensitive information and seemed to respect her position. 

A sharp rap on the door splintered the quiet of the room and Tamara turned her head as it opened. 

The man who entered looked familiar, even in the dim light. Behind her, she heard Morgan get up, and so hurried to her feet herself. 

Young and tall, the man had a slim figure that was accentuated by the tailored suit that hugged his body. His swept-back hair was a dark red and she realised why he looked familiar; he had the same intense blue eyes as Morgan. 

“Who is this?” His voice was a rich velvet.

“Tamara Elden.” Morgan spoke before Tamara even realised the question had been about her. “My new Head of Magic Affairs. She was just leaving,” he finished bluntly, any trace of warmth gone from his voice.

The newcomer’s eyes, however, lit up as he turned towards her. “Elden! You’re here from Beiriant, correct? I found your work on efficiencies in spell casting fascinating.” He thrust out a hand so excitedly that Tamara flinched, before hesitantly accepting a firm handshake. “Prince Aiden Heliodor. You might have heard of me.” 

She had, but the teasing smile that lit up his face indicated that he was joking, anyway. No wonder he looks so much like Morgan. Tamara’s mind whirled as she tried to think of an appropriate response.

“As I said, Tamara was just leaving.” Morgan’s voice came from close behind her, and for a moment she felt trapped between the two men as Aiden looked over her head at his uncle.

“Of course,” Aiden replied, and Tamara snatched her hand back as he released it. “Don’t let me keep you.” He smiled down at her warmly as she darted around him to the door.

“Thank you,” Tamara said, smiling back though her body felt oddly unsteady. “It was nice to meet you.” The response sounded childish, and Tamara hoped the heat in her face wouldn’t be obvious to an observer.

Aiden laughed. “I look forward to having a proper conversation before the celebration.” The amusement in his voice was a stark contrast to the stern expression on Morgan’s face. 

Deciding there was no need for another goodbye, she reached for the door handle and slipped out of the room.

There was a man on this side of the door, too, which dampened Tamara’s relief at leaving the office. His magic aura indicated that he was a mage, but the black uniform wasn’t that of the palace. She concluded that he must be Aiden’s personal guard. He didn’t turn his head as she passed him and, feeling suddenly nauseous, she hurried back towards the stairs. 

Her hands quivered on the banister as she descended, only calming when she was back in her own rooms.
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MATTHEW PAUSED AT the gate. Someone was cutting grass in the distance, the lawnmower hum a reassuring accompaniment to the birdsong from the hedgerow. Ahead of him, a neatly kept path led up to the green door of the cottage, flanked by potted plants already dry from the morning’s sun. His little flat in Larimar might be the address on his driving licence, but this was home.

He’d just have to hope anyone pursuing him was as misinformed as the licensing agency.

Chips of paint flecked onto his palm as he creaked the gate open, and a faint chime sounded in the house when he pressed the doorbell. He didn’t have to wait long until the door was flung open. Dorothea stood there; her dark brown hair was pinned back in a messy bun that didn’t hide her curls — the same curls she’d passed on to Alex.

The friendly greeting Matthew had prepared became a hesitant noise, quickly forgotten as Dorothea threw herself into his arms. He pulled her close and let the tension of the past few days leave his body. 

“I’ve missed you.” She spoke the words into his chest, leaving a pang of guilt where they landed. 

“I... It’s good to see you,” Matthew replied. 

She released him from the hug, and for a moment he found himself lost in the deep brown of her eyes. Dorothea smiled and looked as though she was about to say something else before the sound of approaching footsteps interrupted.

Alex bounded down the stairs to the living room, his face lighting up in a wide grin. He looked older, though it had only been a month. Taller, too — he was catching up to Matthew’s own height, despite the magic that was beginning to slow his son’s aging.

“Dad!”

“Happy birthday!” Matthew’s smile matched Alex’s as he pulled the teenager into a hug. “Sorry I couldn’t make it down sooner.”

“No worries,” Alex replied. His dark eyes were a mirror of Matthew’s own and, not for the first time, he thought how much his son looked like a curlier version of his younger self.

“You’re still staying tonight, aren’t you?” Matthew heard Dorothea’s voice coming from behind him. 

He paused before replying, fighting the urge to instantly agree. Oliver had assured him it would be fine; they’d always tried to keep this place as separate from his other life as they could, but the memory of the past day kept flashing into his head. If the attackers had somehow tracked him here... 

There was pain in Dorothea’s eyes at his hesitation, and Matthew felt his will break. 

“Of course. I’d love to stay.” It was weak of him. His very existence put his loved ones at risk, but he needed this. All he could do was rely on Oliver’s promise to dig up some answers while he was gone.

“That’s great!” Alex couldn’t hide his excitement. He was as easy to read as his mother. “We can do breakfast tomorrow as well then.”

Matthew laughed. “You haven’t even told me what we’re doing today!” His son always had a plan in the works, but Alex shook his head.

“I’ll tell you in the car.” 

“You’re both off out straight away then?” Dorothea snuggled warm against Matthew’s body. “Did you at least want a drink first?” 

“Can’t, Mum! We need to go.” Alex pushed past to grab his shoes and Matthew gave Dorothea an apologetic look. 

“I guess I’ll see you a bit later.”

She looked up at him, shaking her head with a smile. “Don’t worry about it. Have a great time wherever you end up. Alex, don’t run your dad too ragged. He doesn’t look it, but he’s getting old!”

“Hey! No need to call me out.”

Alex gave his mum a brief wave of acknowledgement before disappearing out of the front door and Dorothea ushered Matthew out after him.

The air in the car was stifling, even after only a few minutes in the midday sun. Matthew reached for his magic and formed a spell to pull the heat away, noting Alex’s close observation as he did so.

“Don’t sit on the presents,” Matthew warned, as Alex climbed in beside him. “Sorry about the scuffed one. That’s Oliver’s.” He received a quizzical look. “Best not to ask.” 

“Shall I open them now?”

“Maybe tell me where we’re off to first, and then open them on the way?” Matthew replied. It wasn’t much of a guess to say it was something magic related, especially since Alex had not mentioned it in front of his mother. 

When Alex was born, Matthew had almost hoped he would inherit the same lack of magic as Dorothea. There was little stigma towards non-mages in Ardveld nowadays, and it would have served as an extra precaution against those who might notice the family resemblance. But Alex took after Matthew in more than just his looks. The signs had shown from the moment he’d hit his teens, and though Matthew knew Dorothea was pleased, magic became something they shared that she could never take part in.

Alex seemed to hesitate before responding. “Do you remember Golebach Court?”

“The old house?” He’d been a few times before and even taken Alex when he was much younger. It was a beautifully preserved site, situated on the mountainous coastline about forty-five minutes north of Couden Cross. Certainly a pleasant place, but unusual for an eighteen-year-old to request for a birthday trip. “Is that where we’re going?” He tried not to show his surprise.

“There’s a talk there today!” Alex’s eyes were full of excitement again. “On the history of the building and the Champions.” 

This time Matthew couldn’t mask his bewilderment and he could tell Alex had caught sight of his expression. “That sounds great!” he said, trying to cover. “I’m just surprised you don’t want to go for your first drink or something. Though it would be a bit early in the day.” He laughed and Alex rolled his eyes.

“Sure, Dad. First drink.”

“Shall I pretend I didn’t hear that?” Matthew replied, turning on the car’s engine. “We’d better get going then. What time does this talk start?”

“There’s one an hour and they’re doing them all day,” Alex said. He continued after a pause. “I thought it would be fun for us to do together. Like when I was a kid, you know? I always liked when we’d go out and you’d talk about magic or history or whatever.” He gave a dismissive shrug that didn’t do much to hide the fact that he was obviously seeking assurance.

Affection flooded Matthew’s heart as he realised why his son had chosen this place. He’d never expected Alex to notice his love of Ardveld’s history, his only way of discussing the heritage they shared. The fact that his son was interested at all meant the world to him.

“It’s a really good idea,” Matthew said, and he meant it. “Hey, and maybe we can find a decent pub somewhere nearby afterwards.”

“Sounds great!”

The rolling fields soon gave way to a dramatic, windswept coastline, as they neared their destination. Mountains rose on the horizon, indicating Ardveld’s northern border. They hugged the country from the coast all the way to where it flanked Vailberg in the east. The town they were headed for sat at the base of the mountain range, with Golebach Court on a rise overlooking the sea.

Alex opened his presents during the journey. Oliver’s parcel contained a rather boring looking book on electricity that he seemed overjoyed to receive, and once again Matthew was left to wonder if he was lacking some important understanding of his son.

Then again, the gift from Matthew himself made Alex exclaim in delight. “I was pretty sure you didn’t have one already,” he explained. “I know they’re becoming more common out here, though you might find the signal a bit poor.” 

The mobile phone was made of smooth, grey plastic — the newest model on the market. Such technology was a familiar sight in the city, Ademeer having practically as much technology as any Velbian city nowadays. Now the infrastructure had been extended far enough into Ardveld that it should be usable, even out here. 

“I’ve already gone and put mine and Oliver’s numbers on there, as well as home,” Matthew continued. “I can give you a quick rundown on using it if you like, but knowing you, you’ll be an expert in half a day.” Alex’s love of technology outstripped even his love of magic. 

When they pulled into the car park at the bottom of the hill, the sun was shining brightly in a cloudless sky. Their conversation flowed easily, ranging from friends and work to Dorothea’s business. The fresh tang of salty air was a welcome balm as they wandered up the steep path to the stately home. 

The manor was no longer lived in and was open to the public for a small fee, but the grounds that surrounded it were accessible to everyone for free. Matthew saw families already setting up blankets for picnics, children running underneath the ancient ornamental trees that punctuated the rolling lawn. A little sign by the entrance confirmed what Alex had said earlier; the next talk would begin on the hour. 

Golebach Court shone in the sunlight — three storeys of sandy stone under an emerald-tiled roof. A large entranceway jutted out from the front, its double doors flanked by a haughty statue of an owl on either side. The heraldic shield of the Tactician was displayed above the doorway; it showed a castle tower that Matthew knew would be counterchanged green and silver were it not carved in stone.

Right on time, the historian leading the talk arrived. He was a slender old man with glasses and a tidy moustache, and the small group of people who had been milling around the courtyard converged beside him as he announced the start of the tour.

Once they had all trooped inside the building, it took a moment for Matthew’s eyes to adjust to the dim light. The heavy curtains over each window pulled shut had done wonders to keep out the heat of the day. He had a vague memory that this house had once belonged to a distant ancestor of Oliver’s, donated to the public when the cost of upkeep had outweighed the family’s need for yet another home. 

Little more than remnants of the kingdom’s noble families remained. These were families with the highest magic levels; an elite ruling class from which the Royal Family had drawn their advisers before the takeover. The survivors quickly adapted. Those that didn’t had left Ardveld’s historic buildings to fall into ruin, or to be bought up by the wealthy of Vailberg. 

As they wandered through the rooms, Matthew realised he had been too lost in his thoughts to pay attention to the guide’s talk, a detailed introduction to the building’s construction and decor. Alex, however, was listening attentively, and Matthew felt a touch of embarrassment at his lack of focus. 

They were in a dining room now, extravagantly ornamented and dominated by a polished table, laid out for a dinner that would never come.

“What we do know is that many members of the family did go on to become Royal Champions,” the guide continued as Matthew tuned back in. “A role determined by their ability rather than inheritance. The four Champions were said to be chosen by ancient magic, a system that formed the cornerstone of Ardveldian leadership and served as a powerful agent against corruption.”

Matthew snorted, earning himself a reproachful glare from their guide. 

“As I was saying…” The man’s voice drifted off as he led the party through to the next room, beginning some explanation of how disabling life would have once been for a non-mage in Ardveld and gesturing at the magelights near the ceiling. Only Alex was left lagging behind, and Matthew stopped to wait.

“You don’t believe the Champions were chosen by magic?” Alex asked as soon as they were alone. The question didn’t surprise him; Matthew knew he hadn’t been subtle.

“It’s not that.” Matthew chose his words carefully. “There’s plenty of evidence for the passing of magic from one Champion to the next, as I’m sure you know.”

“Yeah, though I can totally see why there would be sceptics. It’s hard to believe anyone could change their natural magic level, especially when the stories say some who did so weren’t even mages to begin with. How would a spell like that even work?”

Matthew chewed his lip and thought for a moment. “I suppose... I suppose I think it’s important to keep a critical mind when hearing these old legends. It’s very convenient that the magic supposedly makes the system fair. That each Champion was some kind of predestined, inarguable choice.” 

Alex was looking at him intently and Matthew checked that the rest of the group was now far out of earshot. He continued speaking quietly as they moved to catch up. “It’s a good story of course… Makes people feel that any of them could have been a Champion. But do you really think the Royal Family would have left something like that to chance?”

Alex nodded thoughtfully. “I suppose there must be more to it. I always thought it was just because stronger mages would make better Champions, anyway. Since magic’s genetic, it makes sense that the Champions would have come from high magic families, doesn’t it?”

“There is often a genetic link, true,” Matthew replied, “though it’s not a guarantee of anything. Besides, what makes you think being strong made them the best for the job?” His mind returned to Dorothea and how much she had achieved with no magic at all.

They caught up with the tour outside, exiting from the back of the property onto a patio that led to a small, formal garden. A path ran through the flowerbeds, leading down to a stone structure set into the lawn beyond. Four grey arches surrounded a platform embedded in the ground, the stone cracked and sprinkled with tufts of grass. 

A wave of nostalgia hit Matthew as he got closer to the formation; it was a comforting sensation that he struggled to place until he realised it was coming from the ground itself. Magical energy radiated from below the stones, like a slow-moving river running under his feet. 

He’d felt magic like this before. It was present at many historic magical sites in the kingdom, but it had been particularly strong at the palace. Back home. Not the home he’d chosen as an adult, but the home of his childhood. Leaving it behind had been like switching off a background sound he hadn’t noticed. The silence without it had been deafening. 

Basking in the pleasant feeling, Matthew stood with Alex behind the others, the sun on his back contrasting with the cooling flow of the ground’s magic. According to the guide, the original purpose of the stone structure had been lost to time, but some people believed it marked an ancient site of magical significance. A fair enough conclusion given the latent power present.

“With this reputation, it makes sense that high magic families would have settled close by. Indeed the majority of sites like this one have a castle or manor nearby.” The man drawled on, and Matthew looked at Alex again.

He must have heard from the university, Matthew thought. Their conversations had skirted the issue so neatly that Matthew was now sure Alex was avoiding the topic as well. Perhaps he’d been rejected. The idea didn’t please him, even with the relief from worry that it promised.

Talk over, the group dispersed, again leaving the two of them alone. In no rush to move on, Matthew watched as Alex stepped closer to the old structure and ran his hand across the stone. 

 “It feels nice here, doesn’t it?”

“Yeah...” Alex replied, appearing to be lost in thought.

“So… did you hear—” Matthew began, just as Alex spoke, too.

“I heard back—”

They both stopped and Matthew laughed, leaning back against one of the pillars. “Go on,” he said encouragingly, hoping he’d succeeded in keeping the agitation from his voice.

He was met with a nervous smile. “I got in! To Aedemeer!”

“You did?” His throat seemed tight. “That’s great!”

“I know, right! Mum was so excited she cried. We’re going to start getting some bits for me to take. Kitchen stuff, you know.”

“You’re planning on accepting the place then?” Visions of the two men at the tearoom prodded at Matthew’s mind, accompanied by some other, much older memories that he’d rather permanently forget. “What’s your plan for travel? You know if you were closer, you could commute in. It would save on costs, and your mother—”

“Dad! It’s Aedemeer!” Alex exclaimed. “It’s the most prestigious university in the country! I’m not going to turn them down because the bus is cheaper.”

Matthew’s shoulders slumped as Alex continued, words tumbling out as his bewilderment turned to exasperation. 

“You know I took my prototype generator to the interview? They loved it! They can see how big it could be. It could bring electricity to anywhere in Ardveld! Places not connected to the grid.”

“You fixed the efficiency issues?” Matthew had seen an early version of the generator months before. Back then, it had struggled to power a lightbulb for ten minutes.

“I did!” Alex met his eyes defiantly. “It powered a concert, no problem. For almost four hours.”

“Four hours?” That was impressive, and Matthew felt a swell of pride. It made sense that Aedemeer would want his son; Alex was every bit as exceptional as he’d always believed. “How much magic did it take?”

“…Not much.” Alex suddenly became very interested in the stone behind him.

“How much is not much?”

“Like, only a day’s worth.” He shrugged.

“A day!” That was more than Matthew had suspected, even with Alex’s reluctance to answer. He wouldn’t put it past his son to make himself ill to keep the generator going, either.

“What? I charged it in the morning and I was back to normal the day after,” Alex shrugged. “It’s not a problem.”

“It is a problem if you exhaust yourself. You said you’re planning on using this in rural areas? Do you think people out have anywhere near enough magic for that, seeing as it took you a day’s worth?” Matthew ran a hand through his hair, trying not to wonder how many people had noticed his son was strong enough to generate that kind of power. “Not everyone’s got as high a magic level as you.”

“Then we just get it charged by a stronger mage before sending it out. It’ll be more efficient by then and—”

“No mage is going to use their entire day’s worth of magic on one passive spell!” Matthew could usually charge more than thirty spells in one shift, and those wouldn’t need a top-up for a month or more. His own day rate would make just four hours of electricity completely unaffordable.  “I just don’t think it’s viable.”

Alex didn’t respond. Instead, he was looking at the ground, crushing defeat written over his face. 

Shit. This wasn’t how Matthew had planned for this conversation to go.

“But… it’s only a prototype, right?” he smiled weakly, trying to repair some of the damage. “The potential is great! I can see why the uni loved it.”

“Okay Dad.” Alex’s tone was flat and he didn’t look up.

“Hey, I mean it.” He reached out a hand, but Alex ducked away before he could make contact. Letting his arm drop, Matthew buried his hurt. “Why don’t we go get some food?” 

A change of scene would help. Neither of them had eaten since before they had left the house and hunger, undoubtedly, wasn’t improving the situation.

“Sure.” Alex was already walking away.








CHAPTER SIX
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THE CRUEL SCREECH of a car horn ripped Roy into consciousness. He groaned and pulled a pillow over his head. From the glimpse of light he’d seen breaking in through the curtains, it could be anywhere between eight in the morning and early afternoon. Any time before double digits is too early.

A memory of standing on a table downing a cocktail pitcher floated unbidden to the top of his mind, and Roy cringed. With any luck, none of his colleagues would remember last night’s events in great detail either. 

It was stuffy under the pillow, which was doing nothing to improve his dry mouth. Sleep didn’t seem like it would return any time soon and so, struck by a sudden urge to use the bathroom, Roy dragged himself out of bed.

He stumbled over to the window, slamming it shut to block out the sound of the street below. A faint glow caught his eye as he turned back to his room, emanating from underneath the crumpled T-shirt he’d thrown at his dresser the night before.

That damned wand. 

Whatever it was, being shot at hadn’t sat well with him, and Roy had no desire to start dealing with unknown magic on top of his hangover. Instead, he headed towards the door. The wand had been lying there for a day and a half; it could wait a little longer.

His bedroom door was blocked by a chair wedged under the handle. Roy tugged at it, foggy brain struggling to process how to unhook it. Time and alcohol had done much to settle his frazzled nerves after his trip to Felix Marek’s, but apparently not enough to stop him from barricading himself in.

After some swearing, it finally came loose, and Roy wrenched the door open. Immediately, flashing magelights lit up the bedroom, sending stabs of pain through his head. He flung an arm over his eyes until, after a few seconds, the spell burnt out.

He wasn’t sure which was worse: being half-blinded by his own shoddy trap spell, or realising that Drunk Roy was a better caster than he was. 

By the time he collapsed onto his worn sofa with a mug of black coffee, his head had mercifully started to clear. It was earlier than he’d expected, only around half twelve, and he switched on the television, intending to take the day easy.

Weekend television always left something to be desired. He flicked aimlessly through the channels, ignoring murder mysteries and overpaid TV chefs. At this rate, it would be more interesting to watch his betta, Mr Shiny-Sides, swimming round the planted fish tank that was the only décor in the room. Eventually, he landed on the news. A reporter seemed to be wrapping up their major story, and Roy half listened as he sipped his drink. 

“...reopened after yesterday’s accident in the capital, in which a bus collided with oncoming traffic. A spokesman for the palace has confirmed that arrangements for the annual celebration are going ahead as planned.”

Ugh, the celebration. That time of year again. Roy’s thoughts drifted back to the wand and he gripped his coffee mug tight.

He’d gone to Marek’s for answers, hadn’t he? Answers that were now potentially sitting on a dresser in his bedroom…

It wasn’t like he had anything better to do.

An hour later, showered, dressed, and having fed Mr Shiny-Sides, Roy found himself at the entrance of his local magic shop. 

The place was almost unnoticeable, slouched between a hairdressers and mini supermarket. Its dingy glass door was covered in hand-written cards: advertisements from registered mages for recharging and passive spell repairs, for those with little magical skill or ability themselves. Roy pushed the door open and heard a pleasant chime echo throughout the shop, announcing his arrival.

A dusty smell permeated the place. Many of the items were clearly second hand, nothing particularly impressive. A curtain hung behind the unattended counter, hiding a door to a back room.

Despite living nearby, Roy had never needed to come into the shop before, having enough magical ability himself to solve most of his needs. Even so, the sensation of magic emanating from the trinkets that lined the shelves was rather pleasant, and he amused himself by analysing the passive spells contained within them while he waited.

He supposed he could have got registered. Plenty of weaker mages still managed to earn some money on the side, especially nowadays with so many Velbians in the city boosting the non-magic population. It would supplement his delivery job, but Roy was damned if he was ever going to be on one of Morgan’s lists. And, despite his dabbles in breaking and entering, Roy wasn’t interested in breaking the law to work unregistered.

A less-than-polite cough from the counter interrupted him as he spun the blades on a desk fan. A middle-aged woman with frizzy brown hair stood there now, peering suspiciously at Roy through her small, square glasses. He snatched his hand away, prompting a barking laugh from the shopkeeper.

“Touch if you want,” she said dismissively. “I doubt you could break anything.”

Not sure if this was a comment on the quality of the wares or a dig at his own magic ability, Roy moved across to the woman as she thumbed through a stack of papers.

“Can I help you?” she spoke without looking up. “If you need a mage, there are numbers on the door. Unless it’s for something more... specific?”

Roy blinked in confusion. “Er... I hope so. That you can help, I mean. I don’t need a mage.”

The woman took her glasses off, closing them with an audible snap, and looked up at him. There was an awkward pause before he realised that she was waiting for him to continue.

“Right, yes. I have something and I don’t know what it is,” Roy said.

“You have something... and you don’t know what it is.” She repeated his words slowly, and Roy shifted his feet. 

“Yeah… Look. I’ll show it to you.” He dug around in his pocket and pulled out the bundled-up T-shirt that contained the wand. Trying to avoid touching the wood, he unfurled it, using the material as a makeshift handle. 

Somehow, the wand had regained the magic it had discharged through him at Felix Marek’s house. He’d learnt that one the hard way. Carved symbols glowed as he revealed them, a visual display of the unsettling magic it gave off. “I need to know what it’s for.”

“Don’t point it at me!” the woman exclaimed, and Roy thought he caught a glimpse of fear in her eyes. 

“It doesn’t do anything if you don’t touch it,” he explained, lowering the wand. “It’s got some sort of magic in it, but I can’t work out what it’s supposed to do or how it’s been charged.” He tried to keep the details vague. After seeing the shopkeeper’s reaction, he wasn’t sure if he had done the right thing by bringing it here.

“It’s rude to point.” The fear had gone from the woman’s face, and she held out an expectant hand. Instinctively, Roy snatched the wand back, holding it against his chest, and received an exasperated sigh in response. “Do you want me to help you or not?”

Turning the T-shirt handle towards her, he reluctantly passed the wand into the shopkeeper’s waiting hand. With the other, she replaced her glasses and began to inspect it, face so close to the inscribed marks that Roy feared her nose would touch the wood. Then, with a shake of her head, she held it back out to him. “Sorry, can’t help you.”

Shit. So this was a total waste of my—

“But I can point you to some people who might,” the woman continued, interrupting his thoughts.

Roy snapped his head back up. “That would be great,” he said, re-wrapping the wand and slipping it into the deepest pocket of his jacket.

“Don’t get too excited.” The shopkeeper’s eyes narrowed, and she again held out her hand expectantly. “It’ll cost you.” 

Roy wasn’t exactly flush at the moment. He had some cash on him but wasn’t sure he wanted to piss it away on nothing. Still, this was the only lead he had.

“Take it or leave it.” It seemed the woman had about as much patience as he had money.

“Look.” Roy reached into another of his many pockets and fished out a crumpled note. “I’ve got a twenty on me, but that’s a—”

“Twenty will be fine, thank you.” 

He barely felt the note leave his fingers as it was whisked away. “Hang on a second! What exactly am I getting for this?”

“Names,” the woman replied. “Addresses and numbers. These people don’t like me giving their details out to just anyone.” 

She tucked the money into her pocket before ducking down to fish out a piece of paper from somewhere under the counter. As she began to scribble something down, Roy resigned himself to hoping for the best.










IT WAS EARLY, even for him, when Roy rolled into his local and slumped down in front of the bar. The few regulars dotted about the place didn’t look up, but the bartender inclined his head in greeting and strolled over.

“Long day?” Will had been working here since before Roy had been old enough to drink. He was a stocky, round-faced man who didn’t need a fake smile to put his patrons at ease.

Roy gave a groan in response. His legs ached from traipsing all over the city, and likely for nothing. Choosing to ignore the counter’s stickiness, he rested his arms on it, and his head on top of them in turn.

The first two numbers on the list had gone to voicemail, but the address noted down for one had been a half-hour trip across town. He had arrived at an expensive-looking jewellers, where a snooty staff member had coldly informed him that the person he was asking for was on annual leave. 

“The usual then?” Will prompted when Roy didn’t reply.

“Thanks.” Lifting his head, Roy watched as Will filled a pint glass from the beer tap.

The second address had found him drinking tea on the floral-patterned sofa of an elderly lady who had smiled and nodded as he explained about the wand. He wasn’t positive she had quite understood what he needed, and so took her promise to call him if she found any information with a healthy dose of scepticism, but at least she’d had good taste in biscuits. 

Will placed the pint in front of him, and Roy nodded his thanks before taking a gulp. 

After finally making it away from the elderly woman, he’d decided to give the last person on the list a try. This one had seemed the most promising; the man who’d answered his call had asked him to come immediately to his office, giving his address and hanging up before Roy could protest. 

After a bus trip back across the city, during which he began to question how sensible it was to meet these strangers alone, he had entered what appeared to be a tiny museum. The man from the phone call turned out to be a short, bespectacled gentleman wearing an old tweed suit that looked as though it had been stitched long before Morgan’s takeover. 

He had ushered Roy up the narrow staircase at the back of the building, into a small office lined with bookshelves and smelling of dust and stale coffee. The man had inspected the wand closely, making many sketches of the shapes inscribed upon it, before proudly declaring that the one at the end was obviously the mark of the Royal Family. 

It was at this point that Roy had given up. He left his address with the man — who apparently disapproved of such modern contraptions as phones — and headed home. Or rather, to the pub, at which he spent an equal amount of time.

“Was surprised not to see you last night,” Will remarked when Roy had made it halfway down the glass. 

“Nah, it was Friday. I was out with the guys from work.”

Will nodded. “Yeah, of course. Completely forgot. Was worried you’d gotten yourself caught up in all that trouble down the road.” He gestured vaguely towards the door.

“Trouble?” Roy asked, but their conversation was interrupted by the arrival of a professional-looking man in a suit who sat down on the rickety bar stool beside him. 

Will made an apologetic face as he went to serve the new patron. “What can I get you?”

Something unintelligible was requested in a posh accent, and Roy assessed the man out of the corner of his eye. At first glance he didn’t appear to be much older than Roy, but with closer attention he could detect the magic the man exuded. He was a mage. Strong, too, making his actual age hard to place. 

Roy didn’t recognise him, but then again this wasn’t one of those local pubs. His soft features were handsome enough to hold Roy’s attention, even marred by signs of stress and lack of sleep, and the well-fitting suit and waistcoat he was wearing made him appear expensive. Perhaps he’d just been fired. 

The drink Will placed down ended up being a suspiciously ordinary glass of red wine. As the man picked it up, he turned and met Roy’s stare with sharp, golden-brown eyes. 

Averting his gaze, Roy waved the bartender back over, trying to pretend he hadn’t noticed the suited man at all. 

“What did you mean, trouble yesterday?” Roy asked. He hadn’t noticed anything off when coming home, though the majority of last night was still eluding him. Another mouthful of beer helped chase away the unwelcome return of the table-dancing memory.

Will gave him a questioning look. “Didn’t you see that the roads were all closed near the market? Only reopened this morning.”

There was something like that on the news, Roy remembered. “You mean the traffic accident?” He hadn’t realised it had happened so close to home.

 “Yeah. Traffic accident,” Will scoffed. “Is that what the news is saying? I had a load of them in here last night — people who saw it, I mean, and they all said it was a magic attack.” He leaned across the counter. “I guess they don’t want people worrying, what with the big party coming up and all.”

Roy breathed out a whistle. “You think it’s a rogue mage?” Anyone stupid enough to draw that much attention to themselves better make sure they weren’t registered. He could imagine the police would be paying a visit to all the high-powered magic users on their books. 

Will shrugged. “Doubt we’ll ever know. I don’t envy whoever it is if Morgan is coming after them.”

Roy pursed his lips into a thin line and nodded, then jumped as the man beside him spoke.

“I heard they used a weapon.”

Eyes still fixed ahead, Roy saw Will nod in response to the comment. “That’s what some of the guys were saying yesterday, too. Never heard of a magic weapon, though. What would a mage need one of those for?”

A shattering of glass at a table across the room caused the bartender to wince. “Back in a sec, gents. Sounds like Steve’s destroying the place again.” He walked off, leaving Roy and the stranger alone.

Uncomfortable silence fell. Roy could have sworn he’d felt a tingle of magic just before the glass smashed, but there had been no reaction from the man. In fact, he made no movement at all, other than to drum his fingers lightly against the side of his wine glass. 

Roy had just decided to finish off his pint when the man spoke again. “Apparently, the attackers were seen with what looked to be a wooden rod that shot out magic.”

The glass slipped from Roy’s grip, hitting the table with a clunk. “A wooden rod?” His voice came out as an embarrassing squeak, but the man didn’t seem to notice.

“Indeed. Carved with markings.” The man’s eyes met Roy’s. “I wouldn’t want to be the one in possession of such an object now... A lot of people are going to be looking for them.”

Roy coughed, still recovering from trying to breathe beer, and looked away. “I can imagine.” 

He needed to get out of here fast. It couldn’t possibly be the same one — the wand hadn’t left his room since the night he’d taken it from Marek’s — but how long would it take for someone to figure out he’d been asking around all day about a magical stick with strange glowing markings? That damn woman probably set him up. Her stupid list of stupid numbers. Felix Marek’s lot were already after him; now it would be police, gangs, likely Morgan himself. If he’d realised the bloody wand could’ve been a weapon—

“Are you alright?” The man’s question interrupted Roy’s thoughts.

“Fine. Yes. Sorry, I think I’m just hungover from last night.” 

Across the bar, Will was chatting with the group who had broken the glass. He could just leave the money, or duck out without paying the tab. Will would know he was good for it. That was, of course, if he lived through the night...

“I’d be happy to get that drink for you, if you need to go home.” 

The offer should have sounded friendly, but the man’s piercing analysis of his thoughts left Roy with a creeping suspicion it had been calculated rather than kind.

“It’s fine mate, thanks.” Hopping down from the stool, Roy pushed a note across the counter. “See he picks that up when he comes over, will you?” The suited man’s eyes seemed to bore into his back as he hurried out.







ROY’S FRONT DOOR was within sight when he felt the magic take hold. It gripped his limbs, restraining his movement, and he mentally thrashed in panic, kicking himself for having not run some kind of shield. The spell was too strong to overpower, and the active focus of the caster meant it would take time or distraction to unravel.

A voice rung out from behind him. “Wait, please! I just want to talk.”

Well, that’s nice. Perhaps he wasn’t at the point of imminent death. Footsteps approached from behind, and Roy wished he could turn his head. After a moment, his attacker came into view, and he found himself face to face with the smartly dressed man from the pub. 

“You!” he spluttered, realising that he was still able to speak. 

“Yes. Apologies for this; I had to ensure I had the correct person.” Though apparently sorry, the stranger made no move to release him. 

Roy wasn’t sure how to reply, so decided not to. Instead, he focussed on breaking the spell binding him. It was an active spell — too complex for him to read, but presumably some kind of modified healing construction since it was affecting his body. Still, every spell had a weak point. All it needed was a nudge in the right place.

The man frowned, presumably in response to Roy’s silence. “I know you have the magical weapon we discussed earlier. I would like to make an arrangement.” 

His smooth accent was infuriating. Far too fancy to be one of Marek’s lot. Besides, they’d have just killed him rather than chatting to him in the street.

“I don’t have it on me,” Roy replied, hoping that the man wouldn’t check.

“Of course. I hardly expected you would be stupid enough to bring it with you to a pub.” 

Ouch. Maybe he’d prefer it if the guy was trying to kill him. 

“Who do you work for then?” Roy didn’t expect a response, but at least it would change the subject. “Morgan?” 

The corners of the man’s mouth twitched upward, but his faint smile wasn’t sinister.

“I’m afraid Morgan and I don’t see eye to eye,” he replied. “Luckily for you. Nor am I from a criminal organisation, though I was being honest when I said both are likely looking for you.” 

Roy felt the suited man’s focus waver. Immediately, he sent a jolt of his own magic against the point in the spell where the intent began. With a mental click, it unravelled, leaving his captor blinking in surprise. 

Movement returned to his limbs and Roy backed away, wanting to bolt but having no desire to turn his back on a clearly powerful mage. If it came to it, he’d rather go down with a fight. 

“I’m impressed.” The man remained calm. “Though are you quite sure you want to risk someone more dangerous finding you?”

“I’ll take my chances,” Roy replied, though he’d also stopped moving. “Look, I didn’t have any part in that attack. I’m not the guy you want.”

“I’d guessed,” the man replied. “But the weapon you have is clearly of the same kind. All we want is to discover what it is and who made it. From the visits you’ve made today, I believe that you want the same.” 

She did set me up, then. 

“I’d actually rather live, to be honest,” he sneered. Maybe he could just give the wand away now and be done.

As if hearing his thoughts, the man replied, “Giving it to me is likely too little too late. Anyone who finds out you were asking will come to interrogate you, whether you have the weapon or not.”

“So what? You’ll offer to keep me safe in exchange for the wand and everything I know? How can I trust that you won’t just off me later when you’ve got what you want?”

“Better than being ‘offed’ now, surely?” 

There was that amused expression again. Though the spell no longer bound him, Roy felt well and truly caught. 

The suited man held out a hand. “Do we have an agreement? Safety in exchange for information?”

After a brief hesitation, Roy took it. “Fine.”

“Excellent!” This time the man smiled warmly, as though he hadn’t just attacked an innocent in the street. “And what should I call you?”

Roy let go of the man’s hand. “A fucking idiot, maybe?” he mumbled. “It’s Roy.”

“Pleased to meet you, Roy,” the suited man replied. “My name is Oliver.”








CHAPTER SEVEN
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IT HAD TAKEN the biggest rucksack Alex could find to fit his generator. Using the inbuilt handle would have been easier, but he didn’t want his father seeing it and asking questions. A brief explanation to his parents that he would sleep at Eira’s had been enough, and evening was fast approaching, which meant the grounds of Golebach Court would be empty.

“I still can’t believe I’m letting you drag me all the way to Golebach on a Sunday night,” Eira exclaimed. They were taking the bus, which meant it would take half hour more to get there than it had done in the car, but she’d been easily bribed with promises of Alex buying dinner when they got there.

“At least you can feel your legs,” he replied, shifting around so he was half stretched into the aisle. They’d wedged the rucksack into the footwell at his insistence, not trusting the narrow luggage rack above, but now Alex was scrunched sideways with a foot on the chair to make room. “I thought you liked the beach?” 

“Yeah, but we’re not going to the beach, are we?” Eira rolled her eyes at him. “I’m going to sit next to some old ruin for an hour while you tinker with a machine. As usual.” 

“Oh, come on. Give me one example of another time I’ve made you sit around next to a ruin — ow!” He winced as Eira poked his undefended ribcage.

“You know what I meant!” she laughed, “You always promise these trips are going to be oh-so-cool, and they are always so, so boring for me.” Eira turned away from him to look out of the window.  “You never did tell me why we’re going now. Weren’t you only there yesterday?”

“I felt something there,” Alex replied. “There’s some sort of magic in the ground by the stones. I’m hoping I can tap it to charge the machine.”

“In Golebach?” Eira raised an eyebrow. “What are you charging the generator for, anyway? We already did the concert. Did the uni ask you to do it?”

Alex shook his head, then rested his chin on his knee. “It’s something Dad said. He says the generator takes too much magic to charge.” 

The bus had left the country roads now, and a thin strip of ocean was visible in the distance, shimmering pink along the horizon.

From the corner of his eye, Alex saw Eira scanning his face. “That’s it?” She looked like she was about to laugh, but caught herself upon reading his expression. “I mean, it’s unlike you to hang out when your dad’s around… I thought something big must have happened.” 

“It is big!” Alex exclaimed louder than he had intended. “If it’s not viable, then the whole project has been a waste.” The bitterness he’d felt the previous day came back in a rush and he realised he was scowling.

“It got you into Aedemeer!” Eira replied, but he barely heard her. Aedemeer would eventually point out the same issue that his dad had found, and he wasn’t prepared to just let the project fail.

“It doesn’t matter.” Alex’s scowl had turned to determination. “If I can get this ground magic to work, then it solves the problem, doesn’t it?” 

“And this couldn’t have waited a few days because...?” Eira coaxed and Alex didn’t meet her eyes. “Yeah, I thought so,” she sighed. “You’re dragging me to Golebach just to prove your dad wrong before he leaves.”

“That’s not what this is.” Even his own protest sounded feeble.

“Sure it’s not. You keep telling yourself that.” Eira gave him a smile. “It’s fine, Alex.” 

The magelights in the streetlamps were beginning to glow when they arrived at their stop. Between them, they dragged the rucksack out from where it was wedged, thanking the disinterested driver as they lugged it down onto the pavement. 

A cool sea breeze whipped at Alex’s hair and he took a deep breath, relieved to stretch his legs after the long ride. Their stop was on the high street, which meant they would have to climb the path up to the manor on foot, but the view they would get of the sunset made the prospect inviting. 

Eira fell into step beside him as they headed off, leaving the warm lights of the pubs and shops behind in favour of the relative quiet of the stoney climb.

“How long’s your dad down for anyway?” Eira asked as they walked.

“Not long. Another day maybe.” Alex hoisted the heavy rucksack higher on his shoulders. He’d spent the majority of the day in his room after breakfast and now felt a tinge of regret. His dad hadn’t pressed him on the reason, and Alex reassured himself that he would make it up to him tomorrow.

“So, your mum…” Eira began again after a moment. 

Alex made a questioning sound in response. “What about her?”

“She gets on well with your dad still? You know, with him not really being around as much?” Eira seemed unusually hesitant. 

“Yeah?” Without a heavy pack to slow her down, Eira was a few steps ahead and Alex couldn’t see her face. “They’re friends. Why would they not get on?”

“Just friends?” Eira turned back as she waited for him to catch up. “I’ve always kinda wanted to ask, because you give the impression that your parents aren’t together anymore, but then your dad sleeps over at your house and everything.”

“I dunno, I’ve never really thought about it,” Alex frowned. “I don’t think they’ve ever been together as such. Even when he lived here. Dad needs his own place anyway because he travels for work. When he comes, he just crashes on the sofa, you know.” He’d rather not closely analyse why the sofa was always empty in the mornings, even when Alex was the first one awake.

“He lives in Larimar now, right? You think he knows anywhere we could do a gig? The band’s been trying to find a bigger venue, but it’s hard arranging it from out here.”

“I can ask,” Alex said in between heavy breaths, the generator weighing him down as the path grew steeper. “I’ve never been over there.”

Eira grew quiet and Alex remembered that she’d still not told him about her own university place. She seemed happy enough, but if she was planning gigs rather than getting ready to leave…

“So.” It was his turn to sound hesitant. “The healing college in Beiriant…?” He trailed off, hoping Eira would get his meaning. Beiriant was Vailberg’s capital and, with the precision required to learn healing magic, the barrier to entry for its colleges rivalled that of Aedemeer. 

“Oh, yeah, they want me to go. I guess I’ll be heading off the week after you do.”

“You got in?” Alex jogged up beside her, ignoring the burning in his thighs. “That’s great!” 

Healing was hard and its effectiveness entirely dependent on the strict focus of the mage. Sure, simple wounds were easy enough to fix on yourself — much easier to guide a spell when you can feel what’s hurting — but doing it on someone else was a different matter. Especially for injuries that weren’t visible. Part of the trouble was that healing was active. It wasn’t as though an expert mage could create a passive healing spell for others to study and use. Each case had to be dealt with individually, the spells always formed anew, making it as difficult to teach as it was to learn.

“Yeah. It’s really great.” Eira smiled, but it didn’t seem to reach her eyes. Before Alex could probe further, she darted ahead again. “Look, we made it!”

They had reached the crest of the hill, the glittering ocean stretched out before them, orange and blue fragmented by the rippling waves. A few wispy clouds shone brightly where they caught the dying sunlight, contrasting with the darkening sky above and reminding Alex of the time. He’d rather not have to work on his machine in the dark, even with a magelight.

The manor rose ahead of them, but this time Alex took the right fork in the road, away from the sweeping driveway and towards the lawn and gardens. They passed a couple sitting together on one of the benches, but as they turned the corner, Alex was pleased to note that the area around the stone monument was empty. 

He was looking out for the magic this time, and as he approached, he felt it flowing in the earth beneath his feet. It reminded him of the energy given off by a passive spell, but fainter and with no detectable purpose, no matter how hard he tried to analyse it. By the time they arrived at the ring of stone arches, the power hummed against his senses like the gentle purr of a contented cat.

It was a few minutes before Alex realised he was standing in silence, running his hand over the stone, still warm from the day’s heat. And Eira was watching him.

“Don’t let me interrupt,” she called, as he turned to face her. “I can see you’re having an intimate moment with a piece of rock.”

“Can’t you feel it?” he called back, gesturing to the ground as he walked towards her. “The energy here?”

“I feel… hungry!” Eira laughed and tilted her head to the side. “No magic though. Sorry.” Alex’s disappointment must have shown on his face because she quickly continued. “But look, if you say there’s something here then I believe you.”

Alex nodded, though a frown still creased his brow. He didn’t consider himself a stronger mage than Eira, and it surprised him that she couldn’t sense what seemed so obvious. Then again, he hadn’t immediately noticed it when he arrived yesterday; perhaps it took some time to attune to? The proof would soon be right in front of them anyway, if he could just tap into the power. 

Eira settled down cross legged on a rock half embedded in the dirt and fished a little notebook out of her pocket.

“I thought you were complaining on the bus that you wouldn’t have anything to do?” Alex commented, as he saw his friend begin to sketch something out.

“Yeah, I just wanted to make you feel bad.” Eira didn’t look up. 

Alex smiled and shrugged off his rucksack, setting it gently on the ground. It took some effort to extract the generator, but he was relieved to see it was unscathed from the bus journey. He’d reconstructed the passive spell that morning; just the one that rotated the motor. Layering in anything more complex seemed redundant at this stage. If the ground magic didn’t work, he’d spend more time focusing on refining the efficiency instead.

Now that it came to it, Alex wasn’t sure how he was going to draw on the magic, anyway. He settled down on the grass and placed a hand on the ground, the other resting on the casing of his machine. The passive spell inside the generator tingled against his mind, ready for whatever magic would be channelled to it.

In contrast, the magic in the ground seemed no closer, even with the focus point of his touch. He reached out with his own energy, like he would when reading a passive spell, but the power below him seemed to leap away as though repelled. 

Alex stopped and thought. As far as he knew, it wasn’t possible to take magic from existing passive spells or from other mages. It was why magic sickness was impossible to heal; all a mage could do was wait until their own body replenished their reserves. Then again, this magic wasn’t like any he had encountered before. The way it retreated when he reached for it… Perhaps if he pulled his energy away, it might respond?

With a slow breath, Alex turned his attention inward. Even the physical barrier of his skin didn’t stop some of his magic radiating out – it was how mages sensed each other after all. But with focus, Alex found he could start to draw his energy back. Using the hand touching the ground as his focal point, Alex withdrew his own power and, to his delight, found the ground magic flowing closer to the surface in response.

His nerves made it hard to keep the focus, and Alex paused to steady himself before attempting to draw the ground magic into his body. It followed willingly this time, cool and strangely distinct from his own. 

Now it was just a matter of channelling it into his generator. He could feel the metal under his other hand, passive spell ready and waiting. With a small exertion of will, Alex directed the new magic inside.

It flowed slowly at first, trickling through the passage granted by his body. To his relief, the passive spell accepted the power easily and with apparently no depletion of his own magic. Confidence boosted, Alex pulled harder, trying to increase the flow.

The trickle picked up speed. For a second, Alex felt like it was still under his control. Then magic flooded his body, crashing through him as though a dam had broken. 

White light burned in his mind. Blinding energy blocked out any sense until he was nothing other than a connection between the two points of magic.

“Get to the King! We’re under attack!” 

A deep voice edged with panic shouted from somewhere, but Alex didn’t recognise it. He couldn’t see. He fought for control of his body, fear rising until, with a violent lurch, the ground seemed to drop away under him.

He was thrown off balance, hands pulled away from both machine and earth as his back hit the dirt. It was enough to break the connection, and the white light faded from his mind, replaced with the twilight of evening.

“Alex!” Eira’s scream cut through the fog of his daze. He tried to move, but he hurt all over. Black specks raced across his vision as he lifted his head.

In front of him, the generator was whirring. Not its usual low vibration, but a high screech that shook the metal casing around it. Adrenaline defeated exhaustion and Alex clawed at the grass, dragging himself away from the machine towards Eira’s voice.

She must have run to meet him, pulling at his arms to drag him to his feet. 

“Alex, what’s going on? The earthquake!” Eira’s voice shook, but Alex knew there wasn’t time to explain. The screech from the generator was wrong. He still had magic, though; despite the exhaustion in his limbs, he’d been correct in his assessment that the spell would not take any of his own power.

Without reply, Alex flung a shield around them both. Then, with an ear-splitting boom, the generator exploded.

He felt the shrapnel first. Shards of his machine battered the shield and his head pounded as he reinforced it with all the energy he had. 

A wave of raw magic followed, undefined and crackling. Like static, it sparked along his shield, dispersing it as it went. He grappled desperately with his mind to hold the spell together, but the wild power was grounding through his body, taking both his shield and his awareness with it. 

Thought slipped away and darkness took its place.








CHAPTER EIGHT
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TAMARA PINCHED THE bridge of her nose and tried to stifle a yawn. Pale threads of dawn had barely begun to weave across the sky when Morgan’s messenger had woken her, bringing news that a vehicle would be ready to collect her within the hour. She estimated that she’d managed maybe five hours sleep, and the soothing motion of the government car was not helping her to stay alert. 

The incident report lay on her lap, and she again ran a finger over the note stuck to the front: One for you to look into. Morgan’s handwriting was neat and understated, but his signature below the message was unmistakable. She didn’t know whether to be grateful that the document held only scant details; it had made quick reading despite her frazzled mental state, but she still wasn’t sure what to expect upon arriving in Golebach.

Gravel crunched as they pulled into the car park of a bleak, grey building that Tamara assumed must be the local police station. She coughed to clear her throat, aware that she hadn’t spoken for the entire journey, and attempted to form her face into an expression of engaged interest. After a moment, her driver opened the door and Tamara thanked him with a smile that she hoped hid her exhaustion. Report clutched tight to her chest, she straightened her jacket and stepped into the fresh morning air. 

There was no one waiting outside, and she eyed the door to the building, wondering if she should just walk in. Before she had to decide, it was opened by a tall police officer in a crumpled uniform, who looked as though she may have had even less sleep than Tamara.  

“Hi, I’m here from the palace.” Tamara stepped forward as she spoke, rotating her folder so the ID card she’d slipped into the front was visible. The woman glanced down at it and back to her face, before holding out a hand.

“It’s good to meet you. I’m Head Officer Helen James.” 

Tamara took the outstretched hand as two other people emerged from the building. 

“This is Officer Barrie. He was first on the scene.” Helen gestured to the short man who had walked up on her right. “Senior Officer Robinson assisted in securing the site and transporting the suspects involved.” 

The younger, clean-shaven man to Helen’s left stepped forward and shook Tamara’s hand. 

“I’m Tamara Elden. It’s nice to meet you,” she said, releasing the handshake before Robinson could feel the clamminess of her palm. “I read the report on the way down, but it was a little light on detail. Has anything happened since?”

“Apologies for that.” Helen’s alert manner belied her appearance, and Tamara sensed a radiating magic energy from her that revealed her to be a mage. “We alerted the palace as soon as we determined there could be magic involved, however I am aware that meant the report was rushed. Would you like to come inside, and I’ll give you a run-down of events?” 

The other two officers were looking at her with wary fascination as they walked, and Tamara was glad she had the report to occupy her nervous hands. A short corridor opened into a small office area dominated by scattered paperwork and the strong scent of coffee. Helen gave a brief wave to one or two people that looked up as they passed. “Can I get you a drink?” she asked, looking back at Tamara over her shoulder.

“That would be great, thanks,” she replied. People were usually kinder when you accepted their offers. “Milk and one sugar, please.”

“Jason, can you grab some coffees for us?” Helen called to a young man who was attempting to scuttle by with a stack of folders. He nodded and dashed off, leaving Helen to lead Tamara and the other officers into what was presumably an interview room. 

Chairs screeched on the vinyl floor as they sat, and Tamara laid her folder on the empty white table in front of them. 

“Very little has changed since the report,” Helen said, continuing from where she had left off outside. “As you will have read, we started getting calls about an earthquake at approximately twenty past eight yesterday evening. One or two of the higher-magic locals said they felt magical energy around the same time, but mostly it was just people who were scared.”

“I can imagine,” Tamara replied. “Ardveld isn’t known for its tectonic activity; there shouldn’t be any earthquakes here.”

“Exactly.” Helen nodded. “So when a call came in about an explosion, things began to make more sense.”

A large enough shock wave might well explain the supposed earthquake. Barrie had taken a seat next to Tamara and now cleared his throat with a dry cough. “I was about to head down to the village when we got the report of a loud explosion from Golebach Court—”

“It’s a local historical site that’s open to the public,” Helen interjected. Tamara opened the file and leafed through to the picture of the manor house, rotating it so the others could see.

Barrie went on. “I drove over there expecting some kind of equipment malfunction or something, but when I arrived… Well, there should be some photos.”

Tamara turned the page to an image of a stone structure, surrounded by blackened grass and spattered dirt. 

“This is where the report says the explosion happened,” Tamara said. “Is this near the manor then?”

“The actual bomb site is an ancient ruin, about a hundred meters from the manor,” Helen explained. “It’s in the grounds but accessible at all hours.” 

The door clicked open as the junior from earlier brought in their drinks. Tamara took her coffee, cupping the mug in her hands to warm her fingers.

“So I got there,” Barrie continued when the junior departed. “And I saw the damage, which is basically as the picture shows — however, there were also two casualties at site. That’s when I decided I’d better call this one in.” He looked towards Tamara. “I contacted the station for medical and backup, and made sure they weren’t dead.”

Tamara nodded, eyes not leaving the photo. “Where are they now? The report said they were uninjured, though the young man had magic sickness. Is that correct?”

This time it was Robinson who replied. “Yes. After medical checked them over and we’d secured the site, we brought them back here to await interview. There were no serious injuries apart from magic sickness.”

That’s a relief, at least. 

“Could it have been an accident?” Tamara asked. If she remembered the report correctly, the explosion had supposedly been caused by a device that two teenagers had brought to the site. She pulled the folder back towards her and flipped to the page showing the transcribed text.

“Sure. If you want to call getting caught up in the blast from their own bomb an ‘accident’.” Barrie rolled his eyes and earned a stern look from Helen.

“They actually admitted that they made a bomb then?” Tamara frowned. “Did the young woman tell you this? I can’t imagine you would’ve got much information from the magic sickness case.” 

Opposite her, Robinson glanced at Helen, and Tamara had the uncomfortable feeling that she had said the wrong thing.

“The transcript in the report is what the female suspect told us as we were bringing them in,” Helen explained. “Despite my colleague’s assumptions, the suspects haven’t confirmed the purpose of the device they brought to site. We obviously haven’t conducted any interviews, as the reports of large scale magic place this case under palace jurisdiction. As per protocol, we have waited for you to conduct the interviews when you take over the case.”

“Ah.” 

Take over the case? The room felt even colder than it had before. 

It made sense that they would think as much. After all, she had come from the palace so technically she was the most senior person here. Tamara sipped her coffee, burning her tongue. As Head of Magic Affairs, she had expected to come here and evaluate the source and mechanism of a magical incident, but Morgan had given her no formal instruction for direct involvement with suspects. 

Surely that should fall under defence…?

“I believe that I am just here to assist and advise on the magical elements of this case.” Tamara placed the mug down with a clunk and gave what she hoped was a reassuring smile.

Helen suddenly looked exhausted. “My apologies, but we are a small operation here.” She rubbed at her eyes, losing some of her professional composure. “Protocol says that we must refer upwards in any case where there are signs of powerful magic involvement, and this... bombing is far beyond what we are equipped to deal with. I was informed that an advisor had been sent from the palace. Isn’t that you?”

Three pairs of eyes were scrutinising her now, and Tamara looked down at her report, scrambling for an answer. Her burnt tongue hurt, and she pulled on her magic to soothe it. Maybe it was supposed to be her dealing with this. The memory of her last conversation with Morgan flashed into her mind: she and him in the dim office where he’d shown her a letter of resignation from his former Head of Defence. 

“I— Please don’t worry. I’ll contact the palace and find out who is coming to take over the case. In the meantime, I will see if I can determine exactly what magic was involved.” Tamara hoped her voice contained the authority she wished she felt. Helen, at least, appeared reassured. 

“Thank you,” the Head Officer said. “Until then, we will assist you in whatever you require. Where would you like to start?”

“Well…” Tamara chewed at her lip. “I think it’s best that I go and visit the site.”




THE DRIVE TO the manor was short, and the police car stopped outside a cordoned-off area around the manor house and grounds. Helen informed Tamara that, though the ruin was obviously a crime scene, they were also concerned about the structural stability of the manor, given the movement of the ground. 

As they approached the ruin, Tamara could see for herself what the picture had shown — a shallow crater surrounded by mud and scorched grass. The two officers stationed there let them pass, and Tamara ventured ahead to what looked to be the explosion’s epicentre. 

There wasn’t much to look at. The ground was hard from the summer heat, which may have gone some way to limit the damage, but whatever blast had occurred didn’t seem to have been all that impactful. Apart from some scorch marks, even the ruin itself appeared undamaged to Tamara’s eyes. That at least explained how the two teenagers had made it out unscathed. Presumably the remains of the so-called bomb had already been safely removed, as there was no shrapnel of any kind to be seen.

There was no magic that she could sense here either, not even from the manor behind them, which should have been teeming with spells.

“Everything okay?” Helen said as she approached, and Tamara hummed an acknowledgement without turning to look.

A moment later, her brain caught up. “Oh, yes. Sorry. I was just thinking.”

“It’s no problem. Please, carry on.”

Tamara flicked her fingers a few times, then stopped as she saw Helen watching. The Head Officer had been kind and respectful so far, and she felt it was worth giving an explanation. “I’m from Avel Kifaeros,” she said, with what she hoped was a non-threatening smile. “So if I seem a little, well, odd...”

“Ah.” Helen nodded. “Don’t worry; my nephew is like that. He’s Ardveldian, but you know what I mean. Take all the time you need.”

It was a good enough response. Though they were the majority in Avel Kifaeros, it wasn’t unusual for people in other parts of the world to be born with the typical mix of traits associated with the Kifaerish. If it helped Helen understand, then it was a useful piece of information to share, as long as she afforded Tamara the same respect as she had before she knew.

“There doesn’t seem to be any magic around the building.” Tamara gestured towards the manor.

“Yes, I’ve just heard that myself.” To her relief, Helen allowed the conversation return to work. “It seems like whatever happened here wiped the passive spells nearest the manor. Staff aren’t happy – they’ll need to bring someone in to recast the more complex ones.” 

A light wind whipped up the dust at Tamara’s feet, and she looked back towards the stones. “I don’t see how a bomb could have done that. Not without physical damage to the building.” Being a mage herself, Helen should have known that. Tamara squinted at her face. “And why would anyone want to set off a bomb here anyway?”

Helen folded her arms with a frown. “Pure selfishness? Don’t think I’ll ever understand what these kids get out of vandalising places that others enjoy.”

Blackened dirt came away when Tamara brushed a hand over the closest scorch mark, but the stone underneath remained intact. “There doesn’t seem to be much damage to the ruin, either,” she said, dusting her fingers on her skirt. “You said you originally got calls about an earthquake? Before the report of the explosion?” 

Helen nodded and Tamara continued, her mind chasing an idea. “Was there any damage in town?”

“Yes,” Helen replied. “Not a great deal, but there was some minor structural damage to a few buildings.”

This was it. The part that didn’t make sense. “Were they just out of range of hearing the explosion then? Or is it possible that the damage in town did genuinely happen first?”

Helen seemed to hesitate before replying. “I’m not quite sure what you mean. You’re suggesting we could be dealing with two separate events?” Her expression remained polite, but left Tamara wondering if she had just said something incredibly stupid. “With all due respect, it’s not something I had even considered. Don’t you think that would be far too much of a coincidence?”

Tamara bobbed her head as she attempted to arrange her thoughts into a reasonable explanation. “I don’t necessarily think the events are unlinked,” she began carefully. “But I was called here because there was likely magic involved. The damage from this explosion is nowhere near enough to have reached the town. I mean, it barely reaches ten meters and didn’t harm the ruin at all. It makes me wonder if there is something magic based going on that caused both the town damage first, and then the explosion.”

Helen breathed a sigh, raising a hand to shield her eyes from the sun as she looked up at the manor. “An explosion alone wouldn’t have got rid of those spells. You’re right about that.” With an incline of her head, she started walking back towards the perimeter. Tamara took the hint and followed. “You honestly think two eighteen-year-olds could have enough magic to cause an earthquake?” Helen lowered her voice as she spoke.

“I’ve never heard of any mage strong enough to cause an earthquake,” Tamara replied. “But the boy does have magic sickness. There could be more to it than him just having shielded them both. I think I need to talk to them.”

“I thought you didn’t want to take over the case?” Helen said, opening the passenger door for Tamara as they reached the waiting car.

“I don’t, and I still plan on calling the palace for you, but I need to ask more questions before I can pass on a report,” Tamara replied, settling into the seat. “Will that be okay?”

“Of course.” Helen sounded surprised, and again Tamara was reminded of her own seniority. “Whatever you need.”




HEAVY DOORS SEALED off the two holding cells from a bare grey corridor back at the station. Tamara had to rise up on her toes to see through the open hatch of the first. Inside, a young woman lay on a narrow bed, apparently asleep.

“Don’t wake her if we don’t need to,” Tamara said, putting out a hand to stop Helen from opening the door. “Perhaps the other one is awake?”

“I’m happy to check, but I don’t know how much you’ll get out of him, even if he is,” Helen replied. “Unless there’s anything you could do to speed up his recovery?” 

“Unfortunately not.” Tamara was unable to help a smile at Helen’s suggestion. “Even I can’t transfer magic into someone else. The only thing we can do is keep them rested and cared for until they recover their energy naturally.”

“Well, he doesn’t seem to be asleep anymore.” Helen was looking through the hatch into the next room, and Tamara craned herself around beside her to see. The room was a mirror of the previous cell — a small single bed running down the left side of a white brick wall. Sat on the bed, staring down at the floor, was the young man they had been discussing. He didn’t seem to have noticed their arrival, despite their conversation outside the door. 

“Do you mind if I go inside to talk to him?” Tamara asked. “It’s nothing formal, so it seems unfair to make him move.”

“Go ahead.” Helen placed a hand on the door and whatever spell powered the lock clicked open as it registered her identity. “Do you want me to come in with you?”

“I’m sure I’ll be fine.” Tamara doubted a magic-drained teenager would be much of a threat, even if he wanted to be. “He may need water if he’s been asleep since the incident. I’ll let you know if he says anything.”

Helen gave a nod. “Fair enough. I’ll be just down the corridor. Call if there’s anything you need.” 

With a push, Tamara swung the door open, and stepped inside. It closed with a metallic clang behind her, but the teenager still didn’t look up. 

Tamara slid the report folder from where she had been carrying it under her arm. Thankfully, their names were already listed in the transcription. Closing the folder softly, she walked towards the figure on the bed.

“Hello? Alexander? How are you feeling?” Dark brown curls partially obscured his face, but he stirred at the mention of his name. That was better than nothing. With no other seats in the room, she perched herself further down the bed. “It’s okay. I just want to talk. Can you hear me?”

This time, he lifted his head. Tamara saw him squeeze his eyes shut and then slowly open them, as if trying to focus on the room. Despite the tan of his skin, there was an ashen sheen over his face that made her want to reach out and comfort him, just as her mother had done when she was sick as a child.

He made a sound of acknowledgement and Tamara decided to wait to see if he needed some time to process. It was a few seconds before her patience was rewarded. “It’s Alex. Sorry. I’m... I’m really tired.” 

“No, it’s okay. I know you’re tired.” Maintaining the conversation was important now he was responding. “I just need to ask you some questions. Is that alright?” 

The reply came quicker this time. “Yeah... sure. I don’t— I don’t think...” She watched as he moved his fingers, clenching and unclenching his hands, and remembered the weakness and nausea that came when she overused her own magic.

“You don’t think…?” Tamara prompted, hoping he would pick up the train of thought again.

“Sorry.” Alex turned his head, and she found herself looking into unfocussed dark eyes. “I don’t think I’m very well.”

 Tamara’s heart twinged with sympathy. “Yes, that’s true. You overused your magic. Can you tell me what happened?”

 Alex squinted. “We were... we were at the site. The place... with the magic.” He waved his hand in a dismissive gesture and gave a small shake of his head. “I can’t really think. The name... you know?”

“Do you mean the ruin near Golebach Court?” Tamara had a vague memory that you shouldn’t ask leading questions in an interview, but then this wasn’t really a proper interview, so she figured it would be fine.

“Yes!” 

Tamara was surprised to see him give a weak smile before he seemed to drift back into his own thoughts. “Okay, so you were at the ruin, remember? Can you tell me why you were there?”

“Hmmm... We were there, yes.” He didn’t seem to be able to keep focus for long enough to give her any information. Perhaps this was a lost cause. Tamara ran her fingers over the plastic cover of the folder, remembering the note from Morgan that she had slipped away inside. One for you to look into. 

“I brought the generator. To try... to try the ground magic.” Alex spoke again and his eyes seemed to gain focus as they widened. “Eira! She was with me. Is she okay?”

“She’s fine. Nobody was hurt.” Tamara kept her voice gentle, and Alex appeared to relax. His words, though, had set her mind racing. “What do you mean by ‘ground magic’?”

“Ground magic... you know? It’s there. In the ground.” He leant forward and buried his head in his hands with a groan. “I’m sorry. I can’t think.”

Ground magic in the ground. Not very helpful. 

Alex knew something, though. He was talking about some kind of magic that hadn’t been there when Tamara had gone to the site. She would have to wait until his head cleared and hope he was still forthcoming with information. 

Of course, by that point, he would be being interviewed by whoever else the palace sent to take over the case. Tamara had no idea what kind of approach they would take. 

“I’m going to let you rest now.” She stood up from the bed. “I’ll arrange for someone to bring you water. Please lie down and try not to worry.” 

It was hard to tell what sort of person she was dealing with while Alex was in this state, but Tamara just couldn’t picture the teenager as a hardened criminal. She walked over to the hatch in the door and called down the corridor for Helen, leaving Alex slumped at the edge of the bed.




“SO HOW DID it go? Did you learn anything?” Helen asked once they were back in the interview room.

“More questions than answers, unfortunately.” Tamara sighed. “I think I’ll have to do further research back at the palace.”

“Do you know when we’ll hear who’s taking over the case?” Helen’s question reminded her that she should probably call Morgan now, rather than arranging a meeting when she got back. That’s if he even had time to take a call. 

They had only given her this role to fill a gap; Morgan had said as much at their last meeting, but she was still the Head of Magic Affairs. Hadn’t she told him she intended to do the best job she could? A wrong choice had to be better than no choice after all, especially if she was expected to fail, anyway.

Forcing herself to meet Helen’s eyes, Tamara gripped the folder until the edge dug into her palm. She would have to take the teenagers back to the palace with her; it was clear now that the little police station wasn’t equipped to cope with them. “You won’t need to wait. I’ve decided I’m going to take on the case myself.








CHAPTER NINE
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OLIVER HAD FORBIDDEN the use of the car park closest to the safe house. Instead, Matthew was supposed to choose from one of three designated parking spots, to be used on a rotating basis. Normally, what Oliver didn’t know wouldn’t hurt him, but Matthew felt he needed to repent for his recent actions and so resigned himself to the walk.

It had been about ten in the morning when he’d received Oliver’s call. Alex still hadn’t come home after spending the night at Eira’s, and Matthew regretted losing the chance to smooth things over before he left. His son’s curt farewell the day before wasn’t lost on him, and even Dorothea’s assurance that this was normal teenage behaviour hadn’t eased his mind.

The streets were quieter now he had left the main road and Matthew kept a brisk pace. This safe house was one of two he knew of in the city, situated two roads up from a row of shops and food outlets. It was an unassuming terraced building, not run down enough for anyone to capitalise on its emptiness, and not fancy enough to draw attention for the same reason. 

Matthew had last come here after the tearoom incident; with that thought, he reached out to scan the area with his magic, but there was no answering energy. Either he was alone or his pursuers had no magic, and no strange weapons either. He shivered suddenly, despite the sunshine.

Worn steps led up to a smart green door, magic locked with an advanced spell of the type he’d cast for Felix Marek. It unlocked as he touched it, the spell woven to recognise his magic signature as well as Oliver’s. The building was split into two flats, and they owned the upper floor. Movement from the top of the narrow stairwell answered his arrival, and Matthew looked up to see Oliver, the apprehension on his face replaced by recognition. 

“You made it,” Oliver said. 

The door clicked shut behind him and Matthew made his way up the stairs. “Is he here then?” The question came out brusquer than he’d intended, but his friend appeared unfazed by his tone.

“He is.” Oliver stepped aside to let him pass, and Matthew saw he was wearing his usual suit and tie, even though there was no way he had been in the office today.

Little had changed since his recent visit. Lightly furnished, the room was comprised of a small seating area to his left, with an old but immaculately kept dining table against the far wall. Lounging across the grey sofa in the centre of the room was a lanky redhead.

“This is Roy.” The man scrambled upright at Oliver’s introduction. “He’s been very helpful.”

“Hey.” Roy gave a half-hearted wave and propped a foot up on the glass coffee table. From the corner of his eye, Matthew saw Oliver wince.

“How did you get it?” Again, Matthew made no effort to soften his words. 

The curiosity on Roy’s face faded. “Pleased to meet you, too.” The sarcasm was dripping. 

“Perhaps I should make us a drink and we can sit down and discuss things properly,” Oliver interjected before Matthew could respond. He left towards the kitchen, leaving Matthew and Roy in uncomfortable silence. 

Begrudgingly, Matthew took a seat in an armchair and assessed the alleged thief. Dressed in a baggy T-shirt and dirt-scuffed jeans, he hardly looked competent. Perhaps he was just an opportunist? But you don’t get hold of something that powerful by accident, and Oliver said the man claimed to have broken into Felix Marek’s house.

“You done?” Roy said, gesturing at himself in a way that made Matthew uncomfortable. “You’d better be buying me dinner after eyeing me up like that.”

“You never answered my question.” Matthew shot Roy a glare.

“I’m pretty sure I heard your friend tell you the story over the phone…” Roy leaned back in his chair and another foot joined the first on the coffee table. “Before you got here, I thought I’d like you more than Mr Fancy Pants, but you could use a few tips from him on how to treat someone who is helping you out.”

“I want to hear the story from you.” Matthew’s nails were digging into his palm, and he tried to keep his voice level. 

“Fine,” Roy replied. “I broke into Marek’s place, got blasted by that wand, then grabbed it and got out.” He flung out a hand dramatically. “Not forgetting that I also got shot at in the process! Your friend picked me up when I started asking questions and said I’d be safe here in exchange for info.” 

There was still more that Matthew needed to know. “You say you got it from Felix Marek’s place? Where in the house?”

“He had this, like… hidden room. Obviously didn’t want anyone finding out he had that.” Roy jerked a thumb over his shoulder towards the dining table behind him. Matthew saw an object lying on the polished wood, wrapped in a green cloth. “Believe me, if I’d known it was some kind of weapon, I’d have dropped it.”

Matthew sighed. “You couldn’t have got into the hidden room. It would have been locked.” 

If Roy’s story was true, it essentially confirmed their theory that Felix Marek sent the tearoom attackers. The timing was too close for it to be a coincidence, and it was easy to believe that Marek thought he’d been betrayed. But Matthew refused to accept that the guy in front of him had undone one of his spells. 

Roy gave him a withering look. “Er... Yeah, it was. I picked it.”

“You can’t have done. What was the locking spell like?” It was possible that the spell was somehow changed after he left, but why would Marek do that?

Roy paused and an unreadable expression crossed his face. “Why do you even care? It was a magic lock, I picked it, let’s leave it at that.”

“I’m not going to just leave it!” Matthew snarled. “They came after us. Because of you!” He’d spent the last few days envisioning Felix’s people hunting down his family, and finding Roy lounging totally unconcerned at the safe house wasn’t easing his anger.

A clatter alerted them to Oliver’s return with a tray full of drinks, but Roy didn’t look around.

“Way to shift the blame, mate.” His casual manner had been replaced by a scowl to match Matthew’s. “Maybe you should have thought a bit harder before working for Marek. How do you even know how to do a palace lock anyway?”

Shock stunned Matthew into silence. Beside him, Oliver froze halfway through placing a can on the table.

“Oh, come on. Why else would you be so freaked out about how I got into the room? I suppose you made the wands as well, and this is all just some kind of setup?” He pulled his legs back as though about to stand, but Oliver held out a hand to stop him.

“I can assure you we have nothing to do with the wand, and we are certainly no friends to Felix Marek. That much should be obvious.”

Matthew raised an eyebrow. “So, we’re actually calling these things wands then?” he muttered.

 Oliver picked up the teapot and began to pour for Roy, who grimaced but seemed to relax. “I am curious; you call the lock you saw a ‘palace lock’. Am I to understand that you have broken into the palace, too?”

Roy shifted, rubbing a hand over his arm. “That’s none of your business. I just know what they’re like, alright? How about you tell me why you can make one first?”

“That’s not up for discussion,” Matthew said, ice in his voice. Roy returned his glare.

“I promised you information about the wand. Nothing else.” Roy turned to Oliver. “That was the deal.” 

“It was.” Oliver nodded and stood up. “In that case, I think it’s time we took a look at it.”

They approached the table in tense silence. As Roy had indicated, the weapon lay there covered in what looked like an emerald silk handkerchief. Innocent enough, but as Oliver revealed the wood underneath, Matthew was hit once again with the unsettling energy he had felt outside the tearoom. 

Swallowing his nausea, he fought the instinct to back away. The glowing symbols on the weapon cast an eerie light over Oliver’s hand, and Matthew noticed he only touched it with the cloth, rather than handling the wood.

“We can’t touch it directly,” Oliver explained. “Whatever magic it contains seems to react badly to our own.”

“Learnt that one the hard way,” Roy said. “Almost threw up the first time it zapped me.”

Matthew chose not to question why there had been more than a first time. “What about non-mages? Those people who attacked us didn’t seem to have a problem holding one…”

“I can’t say for certain without tests,” Oliver replied, “but I imagine that holding it would have no effect on a non-mage.” He tilted the wand and Matthew tensed. “The energy inside has no purpose and is therefore unstable. My theory is that, without a passive spell to contain the magic, the wand’s power is attracted to a mage’s own energy. The two magic types don’t mix, and so the power runs through the mage and disperses, effectively grounding itself through them and pulling their own magic with it. If the wand has more magic than they do, theoretically, it could kill them.”

“Undirected magic isn’t something I have any experience with.” Matthew’s head was starting to hurt from being so close to the wand and he had half a mind to ask Oliver if he really needed to see the weapon while explaining. “I wouldn’t have thought it was possible.” 

“We’ve never heard of it either.” Oliver met his eyes, and Matthew knew he was talking about Ewen. If the old Tactician had no knowledge of the wand’s magic, then they must be dealing with something new, but he’d need to wait until he was alone with Oliver to confirm it.

“Yeah, no one I asked knew anything,” Roy piped up from beside Matthew, seemingly pleased to be included. “That’s the royal symbol there though.” He pointed towards the wand and Matthew looked closer at the glowing shapes carved into the wood. “Reckon the Royal Family made it?”

It was the royal symbol. Oliver had warned him it would be there, and Matthew wondered if seeing it would ever stop hurting. 

“I highly doubt it,” Oliver replied. 

Matthew knew that if the Royal Family had made it, then Ewen would know. Then another thought occurred to him. “How many of these things are out there?”

The severe expression on Oliver’s face showed he had already considered the same thing. “I don’t know.” 

Matthew leant against the back of the sofa and sighed. “So, if the magic grounded through Roy when he touched the wand, how can it still have power now?” Dwelling on how many weapons were in circulation wouldn’t help, but understanding how they worked might.

“It charges itself,” Matthew was surprised to hear Roy reply. “After I first got zapped, I could touch it for a bit. The glow faded too, but the next day it was back like this again.”

“I tested it myself last night,” Oliver said casually, not even having the decency to appear embarrassed. “Roy is correct. By this morning the wand was radiating energy, and the glow has increased in intensity even since then.”

“Are you insane, mate?” Roy gaped at Oliver in disbelief. “I already told you what would happen if you touched it!”

“And now I’ve verified it.”

“Oliver—” Matthew’s scolding was interrupted by a buzzing from his jacket pocket. 

When he fished out his phone, it was Dorothea’s name that lit up the grey screen. He ducked into the kitchen, shutting the door behind him.

“Hey, Dory. What’s up?”

“Matthew!” The distress in Dorothea’s voice was palpable. “It’s Alex!” 

Still nauseous from the wand’s energy, Matthew felt his stomach twist. “What do you mean? What’s happened? Is he okay?” Visions of Felix Marek’s men flashed unwelcomely through his mind.

“They’re saying he’s been arrested…” Dorothea’s words tumbled out in a rush. “Where are you? Are you still with Oliver?”

“Wait! Who says he’s been arrested? Where is he?”

“I just had a call. They said he did something in Golebach. They wouldn’t tell me what happened.” Dorothea took a shuddering breath, and Matthew wondered if she had been crying. “I need to see you. Are you at Oliver’s?”

“I am with Oliver, yes.” He couldn’t exactly tell her the truth. “It doesn’t make sense though. Why would Alex be in Golebach? He was at his friend’s, right? Have you called there?”

“I haven’t. I phoned you straight away.”

“Okay, you phone Eira’s mother and see if he’s there. I can make it back in three hours, and if it’s true, we’ll go down to Golebach and sort this out together. It’s going to be alright.” His relief at Alex’s safety outweighed any of his other feelings, at least for now.

“No, listen. I’m going to come down to you.” Rustling sounded in the background, as though Dorothea was shoving clothing into a bag. “He isn’t in Golebach anymore. The police said someone came from the palace — they’ve taken them to Aedemeer!” 

The palace. It was as though he had been doused in ice water. and he gripped the countertop to steady himself.

“Matthew?” He heard Dorothea’s voice drift through the phone. “Are you still there? Matthew?”

“Yes,” he said weakly, sinking to the floor. “Sorry. Are— are you sure?”

“It’s just what I was told.” She sounded quiet now. “I couldn’t get them to give me more information. I’m sorry.” 

Thoughts wouldn’t form, and all that came out was a sound of acknowledgement.

“I’m going to call Eira’s house. I’ll let you know what they say, but it’s likely I’ll be driving straight to you.”

“Okay,” Matthew coughed, his throat dry. “I’ll meet you at Oliver’s, then.”

The cabinet behind him was rough and uncomfortable, but Matthew closed his eyes as he leant against it. If the palace had Alex... It was a worse scenario than anything he had imagined. Looking back down at his phone, Matthew scrolled through the contacts until he found his son’s number. 

When he dialled it, it rang twice before clicking through to an automated answer phone. Off, then. He tried twice more before returning the phone to his pocket and hoisting himself up from the floor.

The two men had gone back to their drinks by the time Matthew returned.

“What’s wrong?” Concern creased Oliver’s face and he shot to his feet, but Matthew shook his head.

“We need to go. I’ll tell you on the way.”

Oliver gave a quick nod and turned to Roy. “We won’t prevent you from leaving, but I would strongly suggest that you stay here until I return. For your own safety.”

“Hey! What? You’re going? Just like that?” Roy knelt up on the sofa, hanging over the back to get Oliver’s attention. “What am I supposed to do?”

“I apologise, but an urgent matter has come up.” Oliver grabbed a coat from where it hung by the door, slipping it over his suit jacket. “We will return as soon as possible.” He walked across to the table and Matthew noted the wand was once again wrapped in its cloth covering, as Oliver slipped it into an inner pocket of his coat.

“Ugh, fine.” Roy flopped back down onto the sofa, and Matthew saw him reach for the television remote as they walked out of the door.

“And please treat my belongings with the care they deserve!” Oliver called back before shutting it behind them.







“TELL ME WHAT’S happened,” Oliver began as they left the house, hurrying to keep up with Matthew’s pace.

“The palace has taken Alex. He’s been arrested.” Matthew kept his reply short, pounding his emotion into the pavement as he stormed down the road. 

“What?” Oliver panted. “No! Why? How could they possibly—”

“I don’t know,” Matthew said. “We’re meeting Dory at your place. Hopefully we can figure out what’s going on.” He sped up to a jog. “Maybe if I hadn’t parked the damn car so far away, we would be there by now!” Matthew blinked to clear his vision, pushing away the thoughts of what could be happening to Alex even as he spoke.

“Matthew, slow down.” The Tactician shrugged off his coat and swung it over his shoulder as he ran to catch up. “It’s too hot for this…” A flow of magic emanated from Oliver and the surrounding temperature dropped to a more comfortable level. “I know you’re worried— I am too! But a few minutes is not going to make a difference. We need to get as much information as we can and think about this carefully.”

Carefully… He’d been anything but careful recently.

“I’ve been so stupid!” Matthew ran a shaking hand through his hair, gripping it as he went. “How could I let myself believe... Why did I think things would be okay?” Tears blurred his sight, but he forced them away, swearing loudly.

Oliver placed a hand on his arm. “Everything could still be okay. I just need some more information and we’ll make a plan to fix this. We’ve made it through everything we’ve faced before.”

Matthew wanted to lean into the comfort his friend offered, but instead turned away, eyes fixed on the grey concrete under his feet. “I’ve put other people… My son is in danger because of me.”

“You’ve not done anything wrong.” Oliver’s voice was firm and rang with a hint of anger that Matthew knew wasn’t directed at him. “You never did anything wrong. Now, let’s get to the car and come up with a plan.








CHAPTER TEN
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SENSATION DRIPPED THROUGH the dark of Alex’s consciousness. His limbs were too heavy to move, so he didn’t. Instead he lay still, eyes shut, adjusting to his continued existence. The surface he was lying on was soft. A bed? Memories rose to the surface, slipping back into that inky void as Alex reached for them. He frowned as he tried to remember and, with that movement, realised he had the strength to open his eyes.

An unfamiliar ceiling swam into focus; high with ornate patterns etched into it that cast small shadows in the natural light. He clenched his fingers and felt his limbs returning to his control. His head spun as he sat up and he drew his knees to his chest, catching the scent of grass and dirt from his jeans. They were scratched and muddied from where he had been knocked to the ground. A fragment of memory broke loose. He’d been at Golebach Court with Eira. Eira!

Alex lifted his head and scanned the sparsely furnished room. An empty desk sat between his narrow bed and a second bed, on which he could see Eira’s motionless form. Legs not wanting to carry him, he stumbled across the room and collapsed beside her. She was lying on her back above the sheets, like she had been placed there, and Alex had the creeping realisation that he must have been placed on the other bed in the same way. At least Eira was breathing and appeared uninjured, but she didn’t stir when he called her name, or even when he shook her.

The explosion. Alex remembered it now. He had tried to shield them both, but from that moment on, his memories were fractured. A grey room. Cold. Someone had been speaking to him, but the face and the words had slipped away. They must have been taken to a hospital, but if this was a hospital, it was the strangest one he’d ever seen.  

Alex eased his way over to the room’s door and tried the handle. It didn’t budge when he pushed it and reaching for his magic only caused another wave of dizziness. Why were they locked in? It didn’t make sense. He jiggled the handle again and considered calling for help, but something held him back.

Daylight streamed through large windows that rose up almost as high as the extravagant ceiling. How long had they been here? The view beyond showed further windows like his own and, moving closer, Alex saw that they were about three floors up. The building curved around an elaborate patio, descending to a manicured lawn. Pressing his face against the cool glass expanded his view, and he saw where the lawn became a garden, lined with styled hedgerows and scattered fountains.

“Alex? You’re awake!” The voice made him startle. He turned to see Eira sitting up in the bed and hurried to her side, where she hugged him tight. “I was so worried.”

 “What happened? Where are we?” Alex asked. Eira released him but didn’t respond to his questions. “I remember an explosion, but… are you okay?” 

“You don’t remember anything?”

Alex shook his head. “Not really. Just pieces.”

She pulled away, shrugging off the hand Alex placed on her arm. 

“What is it?” he asked.

“I…” Eira’s voice seemed to catch. “I thought... After the generator exploded, you wouldn’t wake up. I was calling and shaking you and the ground was all burnt, and the healing I tried wouldn’t take.” She was speaking so fast, Alex found it hard to follow. “When they found us, they asked me what happened. And what was I supposed to say?” 

She raised her head and her eyes were rimmed red, the irises their true, rich shade of hazel. 

“I didn’t know anything! I couldn’t explain why we were there, or what happened. I thought— I thought you were…” Guilt settled in Alex’s chest as he pictured it. “The police told me later it was magic sickness. From the way you’d shielded the explosion.”

“I’m really sorry,” Alex said. “I didn’t think—”

“Of course you didn’t think! You never think. How is this going to look to Aedemeer?”

Aedemeer? Alex looked at the room again, gaze drifting to the locked door. Someone could have been hurt in the blast. Eira could have been hurt. And if he had killed someone? They were both supposed to be heading to university, but now…

“I dragged you into this,” Alex said, leaning towards her. “I’ll tell them. It was me who caused the explosion; it had nothing to do with you. Your university will understand. I’ll make sure they do.” 

“Alex, you’re such an idiot! You never pay attention to anything outside your own head!” Eira spat her words, and Alex recoiled. A tear escaped her eye, rolling onto her cheek, and she furiously rubbed it away. “I don’t want to go to Beiriant. I don’t want to be a healer.”

“What? But you’ve always talked—” Alex cut himself off. In their countless conversations about university, had she actually ever said she wanted to heal? “But you’re so talented,” he ended weakly.

“Yeah.” Eira’s gaze fell to her hands. “How can I turn around and say I don’t want to do it? What kind of person doesn’t want to help people?” She turned away as though not wanting him to see her face. “It would be a waste if I don’t go. There are few enough healers already. It’s prestigious. It’s just…” 

Alex placed a hesitant hand on her shoulder and patted it. Seeing Eira crying was just as surreal as waking up in a locked room with no memory of how he got there.

Eira gave a choked laugh. “Thanks for the effort.” 

Alex was relieved to hear her tone had softened.

“You shouldn’t have to go if you don’t want to. And people probably won’t care about what you do as much as you think they will, right?” He went to move his hand away, but Eira placed hers on top of his, accepting his gesture of comfort despite her words. He sighed and spoke again. “I should have realised something was wrong.” 

Eira squeezed his fingers then released his hand. “Don’t worry about it. I know you well enough by now,” Her eyes were still red but at least she was smiling.

“Do you know where we are?” Alex stretched his arms, a twinge of pain flaring through his wrist. “I’m wondering if I should be more concerned about waking up in a strange place with no memory, but this seems kind of… unthreatening.” He gestured vaguely at the room. “Door’s locked though. Manually, at least. I haven’t got the strength to check for magic.”

Eira got up and placed her hand on the dark wood of the door. “Yeah, some type of magic lock. Not quite so pleasant when you’re a prisoner.” 

Alex had to agree. “It’s huge, isn’t it? Too fancy for a hospital, surely?” He walked back over to the window, Eira joining him. “You can’t see much from here, but it doesn’t look like we’re anywhere near Golebach.”

“We’re not,” Eria replied. “Alex, this is the palace.” 

“What?” Alex spun around. “It can’t be. Aren’t we basically criminals now?”

“That’s just it. When we were at the police station, there was a woman there. She said she was Head of Magic or something.” Eira’s eyes narrowed. “I remember she led us to a car, but...”

“Wait. This woman told you she was taking us to the palace? Did she say why?” Far from home, without any idea if his parents knew what had happened, Alex was beginning to get worried. Staying in the locked room suddenly seemed preferable to facing their reaction.

“That cow! She sleep-spelled me!” Eira’s sudden outburst made him jump. “I wouldn’t have just fallen asleep in a car and not noticed being moved. I can’t even— that’s so illegal!” She left the window and began to pace the room, fuming. 

“Well... if she works for the Palace, then she’s probably above the law,” Alex replied, shrinking away from the glare Eira shot his way. 

“That’s not the point! I can’t believe I didn’t even notice it happen.”

“Yeah, and that’s exactly why it’s not allowed. No one notices until it’s too late — your brain just thinks it’s tired.” 

Sleep spells were useless in a fight; they were easy to resist when the target was full of adrenaline and anticipating an attack. But sitting comfortably? Unsuspecting? By the time they noticed the spell their thoughts were usually too fuzzy to defend themselves.

“I’m going to the bathroom.” Eira stalked to the door next to her bed, slamming it shut behind her. Pipes groaned as a tap turned on and Alex licked his lips, trying to recall the last time he had drunk anything. 

A sharp rap on the door startled Alex from his thoughts. Before he could move, it opened and a woman entered. She was accompanied by a tall man dressed in what Alex assumed to be the uniform of a palace guard. Eyeing them both warily, he got to his feet.

The woman stood a whole head shorter than him, with wide, brown eyes that gave her a youthful appearance despite her formal office attire. Black ringlets hung in disarray around her shoulders and the memory of the grey room nudged again at his mind. A delicious smell wafted over from the tray of food the guard carried, and Alex’s stomach growled as it was set on the table between the beds. 

After a bow of his head to the woman, the guard departed, closing the door behind him. Whoever she was, she seemed unconcerned about being left alone with a supposed criminal.

 “Hi. How are you feeling?” Her smile was disarmingly warm, though Alex noticed she wouldn’t meet his eyes. Instead, she focussed on the tray and began unloading the items from it. “It’s good to see you awake. I thought you must both be hungry, so I arranged for some food.” She glanced back in Alex’s direction. “Is your friend okay?”

“She’s— she’s fine. Yeah. Just in the bathroom.” Alex inclined his head towards the bathroom door. Now that the woman was closer, he felt the magic aura of a strong mage radiating from her presence. “I’m sorry to ask, but who are you?”

“Apologies! I should’ve said. I’m Tamara.” She lifted her hand in a small wave, before returning to the tray. “We did meet in Golebach, but I suppose you don’t remember. Here, would you like a drink?”

Alex gratefully accepted a glass of water and settled back onto the bed. If Tamara meant to harm him, he reasoned, there had already been ample opportunity. 

“Please, help yourself,” Tamara continued. She pulled out the desk chair and sat down, though Alex noted she left a sizeable distance between them. He didn’t remember meeting her, but then he didn’t remember much of anything right now.

“Are you the one who brought us here?” Alex ventured the 

question just as the bathroom door opened. 

No trace of tears remained on Eira’s face as she entered the room. Her hair was back to a powder blue with eyes illusioned to match. Tamara, however, looked troubled as Eira turned on her. 

“It’s you!” His friend’s expression was as frosty as her eyes. “You realise it’s illegal to sleep-spell someone? I don’t care if you do work for the government!”

“I can assure you that I have read all the relevant guidelines on the matter,” Tamara said, seeming calm, though she was rubbing her fingers together in her lap. “I believe I was within my rights to use a sleep spell in light of the circumstances, though I apologise for the fact that it caused you distress.” 

The shift to formal speech seemed almost rehearsed, and Alex wondered if Tamara had been anticipating this backlash. It was surprising that she cared at all. His father had always expressed scathing views of the government. 

Eira appeared unsure of how to respond. Arms folded across her chest, she let a brief silence fall over the three of them before she continued. “You could at least tell us why we’re here.”

“Yes, I should explain,” Tamara nodded. “Do you want a drink?”

“I’m fine.” Eira’s reply was short, though she had relaxed enough to sit down beside Alex on the bed.

Tamara looked between them. “I was called to investigate the incident at Golebach because the police suspected there was magic involved. I’m Head of Magical Affairs, so it falls under my jurisdiction.” 

She said her title like it was nothing, and Alex wasn’t convinced he had heard correctly until he made eye contact with Eira, who mouthed, “I told you,” at him. 

“I wasn’t planning to handle the case myself, beyond giving initial advice, but when I spoke with you, Alex, you said something about the magic at Golebach Court… I was unable to get you to clarify what you meant and I didn’t want to risk losing you in the system, so I decided to bring you here. You aren’t under arrest, by the way. I just needed to keep you here until you were awake, so I can figure out what’s going on.” Tamara smiled, but Alex didn’t relax.

“It doesn’t exactly seem like we’re allowed to leave…?” Eira said pointedly.

“I believe there is a technical definition of ‘under arrest’,” Tamara replied, as if the explanation was at all helpful. “We’re on government property, and I can’t exactly let you go wandering around unsupervised. That would be a security risk.”

“You can’t just keep us here!” 

Tamara flinched at Eira’s words, and her expression changed to one of annoyance. “I think I can, actually.” She appeared to be running out of patience. “If you weren’t here, it’s still unlikely you would be free to go. You were both involved in a magical attack on public property. I’m trying to help you avoid actual imprisonment.” 

“What was it that I said? About Golebach Court?” Alex interjected. Maybe if he could clear up the confusion now, they would be able to go home and no one would ever have to know about this.

His words had the desired effect. When she replied, all the frustration was gone from Tamara’s voice. “You talked about magic in the ground. That was apparently the reason you were there?”

It wasn’t the question Alex had expected. “Yeah,” he said, nodding enthusiastically, hoping this would at least absolve them of malicious intent. “The machine I had with me… It wasn’t a bomb or anything. It’s a generator. I made it to turn magic into electricity. I was hoping I could tap into the magical energy at Golebach Court to power the machine, but I guess it overloaded.” Alex grimaced; the loss of his machine still stung. “I honestly had no idea that would happen.”

Tamara’s brow furrowed. “You say you felt magic at the site? Do you mean some kind of spell?”

“No.” Alex blinked in confusion. “Nothing like that. More like it was just… there. It didn’t have a purpose.” Now that he thought about it, he had never encountered a freeform magical energy  like it before. “Didn’t you feel it, too?”

Tamara shook her head. “I didn’t notice magic there at all.” She turned to Eira. “Did you?”

Alex held his breath, hoping for back-up from his friend, but Eira only gave him an apologetic look. “I’m sorry. I didn’t sense magic there either.”

Dismissing the experience would be easy, but then he remembered the explosion and the rush of magic that had overwhelmed him. “There had to be something there, though! Otherwise, how would my generator have drawn on it?” 

Tamara made a sound of agreement. “Yes. I’d have dismissed what you told me in Golebach if there wasn’t such firm evidence in favour of it. The earthquake and damage in the town couldn’t possibly have been caused by two teenagers acting under their own power.” She rubbed a thumb over her other hand as she spoke. “I know there must be some explanation, but so far you’re the only lead I have.” 

Eira was looking at him as though she wanted him to provide answers, but he was at a loss.

“Do you think you could explain more what this magic felt like?” Tamara’s question was gentle and Alex felt a little calmer.

“Yeah...” He closed his eyes and breathed, trying to recapture the sensation he had experienced in Golebach. Instinctively, he reached out his magic sense and to his surprise, found a rush of response. Cool energy flowed against his own power, exactly as he had felt at the ruins. Heavy and comforting, Alex realised it had been there since he woke up — he’d just been too exhausted to notice. 

“It’s here.” Alex snapped his eyes open. “Just the same. You just need to reach out and you’ll notice it.”

Concern met his eager declaration. “You feel the magic here, too?” Tamara’s tone was neutral, but Alex knew she was sceptical.

“It is here.” Alex looked back at his friend. “Eira, you can feel it, right?”

“I can’t, Alex. I’m trying, but I don’t feel anything.”

“Could this be something that you can sense everywhere, Alex?” 

Tamara’s question made him pause, but he shook his head.

“I don’t think so. I’d never felt it before Golebach, and it’s not been present anywhere else apart from here.” There’d been no trace of the magic when he had gone home after visiting Golebach Court with his father, so this wasn’t some recent change to his perception. “I don’t know why I can feel it! I just know it’s there.”

Tamara was looking out of the window, and Alex wasn’t sure she had even been listening until she spoke, getting up and sliding her chair back under the desk. “I’m going to see if I can find any information on what you are experiencing. Unfortunately, that means you’ll both have to stay here a little longer.” His disappointment must have shown, as she stepped towards him, eyes finally meeting his with surprising warmth. “Please, don’t worry. I’m sure it won’t take long. Can I trust you if I leave the tray of food here?”

Alex didn’t know what risk he would pose with a tray, but he also didn’t care. Seemingly unphased by his lack of reply, Tamara nodded. “I’m going to figure this out. It’s going to be okay.” As she left the room, he caught a glimpse of the guard still stationed outside.

“I don’t trust her,” Eira stated once they were alone.

The bed creaked as he flopped backwards, flinging an arm over his eyes. “I don’t know. I think I kind of do.” He reached out with his magic again, sensing the strange energy flow to meet him. It seemed so real, but he wasn’t sure he could trust his own mind. “Maybe I’m just going crazy.”

Even if he was, there was nothing to do now but wait.








CHAPTER ELEVEN
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“IT’S LIKE YOU don’t even live here.” Matthew sat on the edge of the beige sofa, not wanting to risk harm to the soft material. Being on his feet had soothed his nerves until, apparently tired of the relentless pacing, Oliver had ordered him to stop wearing through the carpet.

“At least sit properly.” His exasperated Tactician entered from the kitchen. “How many times have you been here? You ought to know by now the purpose of a sofa.” He pressed a glass of water into Matthew’s hand. “I’m going to go upstairs and make some calls. Will you be fine down here alone?”

“Yeah. I’ll give you a shout when Dory arrives.” 

Once his friend was out of sight, Matthew set the drink on the glass coffee table and fished his phone from his pocket. Still no answer from Alex; the only call he’d received since the news was from Dorothea confirming she was on her way. He hovered a thumb over the call button, wondering if he should try again, or maybe check with Dory to see how far away she was. Instead, he clicked the button on the side, sending the screen black, and placed the phone down beside the glass.

An almost unnaturally well-behaved child, Alex had never been the type to get himself in trouble. As for something criminal… Matthew couldn’t think of any reason why his son would be involved, other than by mistake. Of course, searching for a valid reason was just a futile effort to drive away his actual concern.

The sound of a car pulling into the driveway made Matthew leap to his feet, knocking his shin painfully against the table on his way to the door. Dorothea’s little car was parked next to his own, and her face flooded with relief as she ran to meet him. He hugged her tight, her presence soothing the nerves that had been building since their phone call.

“Did you have things to bring in?” Matthew asked without letting go.

“Later,” Dorothea replied. “It’s not important right now.” 

He led her to the living room but stopped at the door. “I’m going to tell Oliver you made it.” He gave her hand a reassuring squeeze and jogged up the stairs. 

Previous visits had left him with an intimate knowledge of the house. Even so, Matthew never felt comfortable going into his friend’s office. The door was shut, faint conversation audible through the wood, and he hesitated before giving a light knock. There was a brief shuffling before it opened, and Oliver poked his head through the gap, barely hiding the rows of stacked bookcases that lined every wall. 

“Dory’s here,” Matthew said. “Just wanted to let you know.”

Oliver nodded. “Just give me a few moments; I’ll come right down.”

Returning to the living room, Matthew gave a small smile when he saw Dorothea sitting on the edge of the sofa, just as he had.

“Ollie never changes.” Dorothea scooted across so he could sit beside her. “I never feel presentable enough, no matter how many times I come here.”

“I told him the same thing,” Matthew replied. “Though, to be fair, it’s actually quite comfy once you get past the beige.” 

They both fell quiet then, small talk not hiding the tension.

“Did you hear anything more?” Matthew said, finally breaking the heavy silence.

“Nothing yet.” She shook her head. “I just can’t understand it. Alex would never get in trouble with the law. Let alone something serious enough that the Palace would be involved! Besides, he had Eira with him.”

Footsteps on the stairs announced Oliver’s approach, and Dorothea got up, sweeping him into a hug as he entered the room. “Ollie. It’s good to see you.”

Oliver appeared to stiffen at the unexpected touch, but his smile was warm. “Apologies for not greeting you when you first arrived. The calls I've made have proved fruitful, however, regarding what happened in Golebach.” 

“What did you find?” Matthew got up, impatient. “Is he okay?”

“I believe so. At least, no major injuries were reported.” Oliver’s expression was serious, but revealed none of the agitation Matthew felt. “Alex and Eira have been taken into custody at the palace. By the Head of Magical Affairs.” Fear jolted through Matthew’s body, but Oliver continued before he could speak. “It’s being claimed that they performed a magic attack on Golebach Court.”

“A magic attack?” Dorothea repeated the words as Matthew processed them. Confusing emotions muddled his thoughts — relief mixed with shock and doubt.

“Indeed.” Oliver nodded. “I was able to confirm reports of an explosion at the manor, with minor damage around the village itself. The local police seem to believe they had some kind of bomb.”

“No, that’s ridiculous!” Dorothea exclaimed. “Why would Alex want to attack a building? Wasn’t he only there with you the day before?” 

She turned to Matthew, whose blood had run cold. Alex’s distance since their conversation at the ruins… He should have paid closer attention.

“This supposed bomb, Oliver,” he said, turning to his friend, words spilling out in a rush. “Did they say any more about it? What it looked like?”

A frown flashed across Oliver’s face. “No, it seems like it was destroyed in the explosion.”

Beside him, he saw Dorothea’s eyes widen. “You’re not thinking it was that machine he’s been working on?” Her face was frozen in horror, and Matthew imagined he looked much the same. “I don’t know if he took it — I never thought to check!”

“His generator?” Oliver’s skin had blanched, and Matthew remembered that he would have seen the machine during Alex’s visit, when he’d stayed here before his interview at the university. The scolding he’d given Oliver about it in the tearoom seemed a lifetime ago. “But why would he have taken it to Golebach?”

Matthew sank back down onto the sofa. “I— I think it could be because of me,” he began, as the room’s attention turned to him. “When we were there, at Golebach Court, Alex spoke to me about the generator. He said the university had loved it; that he’d recently used it to power a concert, but I...” He clenched his hands, the fear he’d felt that day a cruel irony. “I told him it needed more work. That it used too much of his magic to be worthwhile.” 

He had been too caught up in his own feelings to notice that his son was showing the same fascination with the ruin that he felt himself. “Of course — he wanted to use the natural magic there to try and boost the power.”

Dorothea put an arm around Matthew’s shoulders, leaning close. “You couldn’t have known he would try that. It’s not your fault.” Despite her own lack of magic, she always worked hard to be supportive of Alex’s interests and abilities. Her words would have helped, but the expression on Oliver’s face gave him pause.

“I’m afraid I don’t follow, Matthew,” Oliver said hesitantly, seeming afraid he might offend. “You said ‘natural magic’ as though I should understand, but I’ve never heard of such a thing.” 

Matthew’s brow furrowed in confusion. “You know what I mean! It’s at most of the historic sites, remember? The heavy energy in the ground?” His words were met with a blank stare, and Matthew’s frustration built. “We’ve talked about this, I know we have! It’s the feeling like back— back home.” Even after all this time, he had never encountered a stronger source of the magic than the palace. He had been so used to it, that he’d barely noticed it was there until he had left. Like the background hum of a refrigerator, only revealed when it was shut off. 

“I always assumed that your passion for history was due to... nostalgia.” Oliver was clearly being careful of his words, mindful of Dorothea’s presence in the room. “I didn’t consider that the feeling might be literal. These old buildings are full of passive spells. Their energy—”

“That’s not what I mean!” Matthew interrupted, then noticed the subtle change in Oliver’s expression indicating a mental conversation. With any luck, Ewen would be able to offer them an explanation. Instead, he turned to Dorothea, who shrugged. 

“You know this kind of thing is lost on me.”

Matthew rested his head against her shoulder, apprehension beginning to turn his stomach.

“Matthew.” There was a quaver in Oliver’s voice when he spoke again. “We might have a problem.”

The nausea Matthew had been trying to suppress rose stronger, and he dug his nails into his palm to ground himself. “What? Tell me.”

Oliver’s eyes flickered to Dorothea, but he spoke anyway. “I just remembered a conversation I had with Ewen… on the phone.” The alternative truth flowed with practiced ease. “People... Ordinary people don’t sense natural magic in the ground. It’s not something that should exist.”

Heat rushed to Matthew’s face. “I’m not crazy, Oliver.”

“I wasn’t implying that you were.” He was drumming his fingers against his knee. “It shouldn’t exist, however, it’s not completely unheard of. How much Ardveldian mythology do you remember?”

Matthew blinked. “Enough.” He couldn’t have grown up in the palace without being made aware of the myths, but he trusted Oliver had a good reason for asking. “Stories about the original Royal Champions, you mean? Where they apparently came from?” 

The history of Ardveld’s Royal Family was more myth than truth; the mechanics of the spell that bound Oliver and himself, lost to time. Its function, however, was common knowledge. Even those born since Morgan’s takeover knew about the four Royal Champions. Guardian, Tactician, Spy, Friend: at least, that was how they were commonly known. After the monarch, the Awakened Champions had been the strongest mages in the country; their power would pass on after their death to the next chosen. It was the only known circumstance in which a mage’s innate power level could increase and, if the legends could be believed, that non-mages could gain magic.

“No.” Oliver’s reply shocked Matthew from his thoughts. “This is earlier than that. It wouldn’t surprise me if you don’t remember. I’d forgotten it myself.” Again, he hesitated, as if seeking permission to continue.

“It’s fine, Oliver. Go on.” Despite the protest in his heart, Matthew didn’t want to send Dorothea away.

“Before the Champions, there was the first king. Writers of the time claimed that his right to rule came from a connection with the land. That Ardveld was formed from magic itself, and that the ancestors of the royal line literally shaped the country into the landmass we see today.” He waved a hand as if to gesture at the world around them. “Of course, it’s a tidy explanation for Ardveld’s natural defences. Bordered by sea or mountains on all sides, with a concentration of magic users not seen anywhere else in the world. You can see why early Ardveldians might have claimed their country was literally created by magic.”

Dorothea shifted in her seat. “Please, Oliver – I know you wouldn’t waste time, but what has this got to do with Alex?” She sounded pained and Matthew felt a stab of guilt. “Are you saying Ardveld really is made of magic? That’s what Alex and Matthew are feeling?”

Oliver opened his mouth, closing it again wordlessly, as Dorothea’s words ran through Matthew’s mind.

“People in Golebach claim there was an earthquake, Matthew,” Oliver said after a moment. “Caused by magic. I didn’t consider it overly important, but when you mentioned the energy you felt... There’s only one reason I can think of that only the two of you feel it.”

“Ardveld doesn’t have earthquakes.” Matthew’s voice cracked, and he sunk his head into his hands. It was rubbish. It had to be. Just a made-up story to explain Ardveld’s convenient geography. But the ground had moved. Moved enough that the Palace had taken an interest.

He’d never thought about the natural magic until he’d left the palace, and by then he had more than enough of his own power to ever consider trying to use it. If anyone else in his family could sense it, Matthew had never asked. Not that his father had been the type to answer questions anyway. 

“If you've figured that out, what’s stopping someone else?” Matthew’s words were muffled by his palms. “Alex has no reason to hide why he was there. They’re going to find out!” He raised his head to lock eyes with Oliver, speaking much more loudly than he’d intended. 

“That’s exactly my concern.” Oliver’s tapping had stopped, and his fingers were pale where they gripped his knee.

Dorothea’s voice cut through Matthew’s panic. “Will you please tell me what’s going on? Alex is my son!”

Matthew froze. From the corner of his eye he saw Oliver lean forward to begin an explanation, but the words died as Matthew held up a hand. “There... there’s something I need to tell you, Dory.” 

Oliver’s eyes widened, and then he stood. “Think I’d better make another cup of tea.” He gave Matthew a nod before leaving the room.

Silence stretched out between them that Matthew searched for the courage to break. Dory beat him to it.

“I’ve never asked,” she began. “I knew you would tell me if you ever felt you could, but I’m not stupid, Matthew. Did you two really think you didn’t stick out when you first came to Couden? It was like you’d never been around real people before. Your clothes, the way you spoke… It was lucky I was there to jump in before Oliver had the whole pub staring at him!” 

Matthew felt Dorothea’s hand rest gently on his back. “I guessed you were both probably from one of the old magic families,” she continued. “I can’t imagine you were the only ones hiding out, what with the deaths and disappearances. I know you’re scared, but... it’s me. I knew what I was getting in to.”

“It’s not— It wasn’t,” Matthew stumbled over the words. “It wasn’t just an old magic family.” His breathing felt shallow. “I— Oliver and I. We came from the palace.” 

“From the palace?” Dorothea leant forward, gaze burning into the side of his face. “You worked for the Royal Family?”

“No. Not exactly. Sort of.” This conversation was not going the way he had planned it in his head. “Oliver did. I— My parents…” He choked over the word; it sounded alien in his mouth. “My father was King Samuel.”

The silence that followed was not quite the reaction he had expected. Dorothea hadn’t moved and Matthew looked up in concern, worried that she hadn’t heard.

“That doesn’t make sense, Matthew.” She moved her hand from his back, leaving a cold imprint in its absence. “Everyone at the palace died.”

Her words splintered through his heart. “Oliver got us out.” An image from that night flashed through his mind, but Matthew forced it away. “We were the only ones.”

“No. Stop.” Dorothea had pulled away completely now, regarding him with horrified disbelief. “You can’t be. If the King was your father that would… but that would make you—”

“I’m sorry. I should have told you.” He wished it wasn’t true; that he could take it back and stop her looking at him the way she was now.

“I don’t believe it. You can’t seriously expect me to believe you are the Prince of Ardveld.”

“You said yourself that we obviously didn’t belong when we met!” Matthew wasn’t sure how he could convince her that he was telling the truth. He hadn’t anticipated that he would need to.

“What does that make Oliver then? Your servant?!”

“Oliver Venlare.” Matthew said, smiling grimly as he realised he’d now known Oliver longer by his chosen surname of ‘Griffin’ than by his birth name. “He’s my Tactician. The last of the Royal Champions.”

Dorothea jumped to her feet, backing away from him. “No. No, that’s not... Oh, no! Alex!” She put a hand to her mouth and Matthew saw the same realisation dawn on her face that he had experienced earlier.

“I know! I’m going to fix this, I promise. I’m going to get him back.” He got up, holding out his hands, speaking all the assurances he had wanted to hear himself. “It’s going to be okay—”

“None of this is okay, Matthew,” she snarled, panic turning to anger in an instant. “I can’t believe you! You never thought I had a right to know? He’s my child!” The back of Matthew’s legs hit the coffee table as he retreated. “When were you going to tell me? Never?”

“I was! It’s just— It was never the right time.”

“When exactly would have been the right time? Were you going to do a nice candlelit dinner?” Matthew flinched. “Oh, how about when your son gets arrested and taken to the fucking palace? He could be killed, Matthew!”

“You think I don’t know that?” Matthew’s volume rose to meet hers. “You don’t think that’s why I never told you? Why I never told anyone? I just wanted you both safe.”

“I’m sorry. I need a moment.” Dorothea swept past him towards the kitchen, leaving Matthew standing alone. He sank down to the ground, head against his knees. Then he slammed his fist into the floor, hard.




THE LIGHT WAS fading when Matthew found himself alone in Oliver’s kitchen. The windows of the houses opposite reflected a vivid sunset that stained the tidy lawn red. A mug of tea sat cold and untouched on the work surface beside him, but he didn’t move until soft footsteps approached from the hall.

“Hey.” 

Matthew turned when he heard Dorothea’s voice, apprehension tempering the relief he felt at her presence. She was leaning against the doorframe watching him, a fluffy dressing gown hugged close to her body, over her day clothes. 

“Oliver’s sorted the bedrooms for us,” Dory said. Then she walked over to look out of the window beside him. “This isn’t exactly how it goes in the fairy tales, is it?” He gave a choked laugh in response and, at the sound, she wrapped her arms around him, resting against his back as they watched the setting sun. “I’m sorry. I’m sorry about what happened. It must have been so hard.”

“Yeah.” Matthew’s heart had begun to pound. Blood clouding the water. Oliver dragging him away. Each image threatened to obscure his view of the present and suck him back into that moment; Dorothea’s weight against him was his only tether to reality. He took a steadying breath. After twenty-three years he had hoped the memories would fade, but they were always there, lurking under the surface. 

“Do... Do you know how Morgan did it?” Dorothea voiced the question that Matthew, Oliver and countless others had wondered since that day. The Royal Family and their Champions were the strongest mages in the country. The few mages in Morgan’s entourage should have posed no threat.

“No. I wasn’t there. Inside the palace, I mean.” A shudder dispersed the last of the memories. He turned around to face Dorothea, who hung her head.

“I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have asked.”

“It’s okay.” Matthew brushed away the hair that framed her face, resting his fingers on her cheek. “It doesn’t bother me anymore.” 

“They were your family,” Dorothea replied, and Matthew tilted her chin up until she met his eyes. “I should have understood why you were scared.”

“No.” Matthew dismissed her apology. “I should have told you. Should have been there more for you both. I was just… I’ve been so stupid.” Dorothea reached up to his hand, lacing her fingers between his. “You’re my family, Dory. You and Alex, and Oliver. That’s all I need.” He brought his head down until their foreheads touched and he could feel the rise and fall of her breathing. “I’ll bring him back safe. I promise.” Matthew closed his eyes. “I lo—” he began, but was cut off by Dorothea’s lips pressing softly against his own. Forgetting words, he wrapped his arms around her and held her close.








CHAPTER TWELVE
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THE WORDS IN the heavy textbook blurred as Tamara’s body gave in to fatigue. Her magelight flickered from where it floated above the wide, heavy table, and she sent out another burst of focussed energy to steady it. Even the shield that she always ran against her skin had become too much effort to maintain. Long empty, the cosy isolation of her favourite corner of the palace library had kept her there far longer than intended, but getting up to leave seemed more exhausting that simply curling up in her chair.

With a yawn, Tamara closed the book and added it to her growing pile of discarded tomes. Her first assignment in this role and she was getting nowhere. Worse, she had promised Alex she would find answers. After speaking with him properly, Tamara was confident her instincts in Golebach were correct; the explosion was an accident, and they deserved to go home. To do so, however, she would need proof.

An echoing creak suddenly jolted her awake. Tamara snapped her head up, but a row of bookcases blocked her view of the library’s tall double doors. After a moment, the bright glare of an electric bulb flared into life near the entrance, causing her to squint as the shelves turned to silhouette.

Pins and needles shot down her legs as she unfurled them. Ignoring the discomfort, Tamara let her magelight die and headed towards the entrance, mindful of the sound of her steps on the hardwood floor. She hadn’t expected anyone to arrive at this time of night, and curiosity outweighed her desire to avoid an interaction. 

The entrance to the library was an open foyer with a wide sweeping staircase that led to further rows of shelves. A man came into view as Tamara approached, standing in front of the framed map that showed the layout of the two floors. Tall and slim, there was a sheen of red to his slick, brown hair, and for a second Tamara thought it was Morgan. Then he turned towards her, and she realised her error.

“Who’s there?” 

Aiden Heliodor’s smooth voice sounded exceptionally confident for someone caught off guard in the dark. Tamara stepped into the open, deciding that that any chance she had of escaping notice had long passed. Though she had only met him briefly, Aiden had seemed friendly enough in Morgan’s office and she wondered if he would remember her.

“Tamara?” A smile broke across his handsome features. “Apologies if I startled you; I didn’t anticipate company this evening.” His words sounded unnaturally loud in the towering space, the bright light from the chandelier above the entrance spotlighting them as the rows of bookcases faded into shadow.

“Please, don’t worry.” She returned the smile, suddenly conscious of her crumpled clothes and obvious exhaustion. “I really should have left hours ago.” For his part Aiden showed no sign of weariness, his crisp shirt and grey blazer as fresh as his face. At least he didn’t seem offended by her approach. 

“Again, then, your timing has proved lucky for me.” Aiden crossed the space towards her. There was an amused spark in his eyes, and Tamara looked away in embarrassment as she remembered her intrusion into Morgan’s office. “I’m thrilled we finally have a chance to speak properly.” 

“Oh.” She heard the tinge of wariness in her own voice. People weren’t usually so pleased to see her and she wondered what motive Aiden had for his flattering words. “It’s nice to talk to you again as well.” She pulled her jacket tight against her chest. It seemed colder here, away from the warmth she had cultivated in her corner, and she briefly considered casting a spell for heat.

“It’s a shame we didn’t meet sooner. If you were still in Vailberg, I would have been delighted to add such a prominent magical researcher to my team. I admit, my loss is clearly Ardveld’s gain.”

Relief flooded through her at the mention of work and Tamara latched onto the subject, having feared that there might have been some other reason for his interest. Physically, Aiden posed no threat, but even she wasn’t naïve enough to discount his position.

“Are you here regarding your own research?” Her hurried question saved her from dwelling further on his praise. “The librarians have all left for the evening, but I might be able to help you find what you’re looking for. I’ve spent a lot of time in here since coming to Ardveld.” 

“Perhaps you can.” Aiden studied her, his amusement replaced by a passing displeasure that vanished as swiftly as she noticed it. “It has been some time since my last visit and there is only so much I am able to source remotely. I’m looking for unusual symbols, very old and uniquely Ardveldian.”

Back at the university, Tamara had rarely paid attention to anything outside her own field of magical efficiency. Still, she should have remembered Aiden’s own prowess as a researcher. Studying magic without any power of his own, the academic achievements of Vailberg’s prince were exceptional. His business, Sunstone Enterprises, was even successful enough to have financed the projects of many of Tamara’s contemporaries at its private research centre.

“Could you tell me what the symbols look like?” Now that she thought about it, she might have seen some relevant texts during her frantic search for information on ground magic. Half of the Ardveldian history section must be stacked at her desk.

“I can do one better.” White teeth flashed as his smile returned, and Tamara caught the perfumed scent of Aiden’s clothes as he moved closer. “Though you will have to forgive me for boring you with a work discussion.” He reached into the inner pocket of his blazer and pulled out a small, leather-bound notebook, marked throughout with coloured tabs. 

As he flipped the little book open, Tamara saw that each page held a hand drawn symbol, precisely inscribed, with notes below that seemed to explain its meaning or purpose. Each symbol followed a similar pattern, fine lines that ended with circles, and Tamara was sure she had seen something similar before.

“They relate to the original magic of Ardveld,” Aiden explained. “Perhaps used side by side with what we know today as passive spells. Or even used in their place.” He traced a finger over the symbol on the open page. “I am yet to determine their full capabilities, but I can assure you, nothing anyone else is researching right now could come close to the importance of what I am about to discover.”

Tamara caught her breath as Aiden looked down at her, the blue of his eyes almost black in the shadowed light. Arrogant, perhaps, but there was a passion to his words that made her believe them.

“I think I might have seen a symbol like this before.” She remembered now. “I have the book out already. Just over at my table.”

There was a dull snap as Aiden closed the notebook and slid it back into his inner pocket. With it went the intensity of the moment, and Tamara’s breathing returned to normal. Turning away, she jumped at the touch of his hand on her back. 

“Please, lead on.” Aiden was uncomfortably close, and she darted forward, inciting a chuckle from him in response.

Without her magelight, the table in the corner was dark. Tamara conjured a new one, catching Aiden watching her as she focused her will on the growing light. 

“I think there was something in this one. Typical it would be at the bottom…” Tamara began to disassemble her book tower, feeling some more of the tension ease now she had something to occupy her hands.

“Deep Ardveldian history. Not something I’d expect anyone else to be reading at three in the morning.” Aiden gave a conspiratorial wink as she handed the book across. “Now I regret not recruiting you even more.”

“Three! I hadn’t realised it was so late,” Tamara exclaimed. No wonder she had been flagging.

Aiden smiled. “Time gets away from us all when we’re having fun. Will I be seeing you at the dinner tomorrow evening? Or rather, this evening, considering the time.”

“Oh, yes.” She had been so occupied with Alex and Eira that she had forgotten the formal celebrations were so close. That must be why Aiden was in Ardveld after all. 

It was the anniversary of Ardveld’s takeover, and every year the celebratory events spanned two days. The private dinner that Aiden had referenced would host every Ardveldian official, along with many Velbian guests of various degrees of importance. A garden party the day after was open to invited members the public. It wasn’t something that Tamara was particularly looking forward to, though having a friendly face to talk with would help. Hopefully Morgan wouldn’t find the time to ask about her progress on the case. “I’ll definitely be there.” 

“Excellent!” Aiden tucked her book under his arm. “In that case, I look forward to more intriguing discussions.” 

He turned to walk away just as an idea sparked in Tamara’s mind. 

“I— Sorry, I should have asked before…” She scrambled to re-stack her book pile and took a few steps towards him. “Speaking of old Ardveldian magic, I don’t suppose you know much about natural magic, or ground magic maybe? A form of magic that could exist on its own, without a purpose?”

Aiden stopped walking and turned back towards her. “Why do you ask?” There was no charm in his expression this time, and Tamara could tell she had caught his attention.

“It doesn’t make much sense as a concept, I know. Magic is tied to a mage’s life force and I’ve never heard of any other source. It’s just that I’m working on a case and something’s not adding up.” Tamara was regretting mentioning anything already. Saying it all out loud made her discussion with Alex seem even more ridiculous.

Aiden wasn’t amused, though. “Tell me.” The command made her palms prick with sweat. 

“There was a magic... incident. In Golebach,” she explained hurriedly. Aiden’s frown was making her feel as though she was being interrogated. “An ancient site was damaged. I spoke to some... some witnesses when I was there, and one said that they had felt a kind of magic coming from the ground.” 

Willingly bringing suspected criminals into the security of the palace seemed like a far less sensible course of action now that she was talking to a superior. 

“I wouldn’t have given it much thought, but what I saw there couldn’t be explained by a mage acting alone. The force that caused the damage… It removed every passive spell in the vicinity! Residents are also saying there was an earthquake, but Ardveld doesn’t have—”

“Doesn’t have any tectonic activity.” Aiden finished the sentence for her. 

“I can’t find anything about magical earthquakes or ground magic anywhere,” Tamara sighed, looking back at the books. “I’m starting to think I was a fool for looking.” She was supposed to be a respected magical researcher, not some conspiracy theorist chasing after the ridiculous invention of an eighteen-year-old.

“This is—” Aiden stopped and Tamara looked back at him, expecting to see disappointment. Instead, his eyes were wide, staring past her. “I didn’t bring it… I’ll have someone fetch it from Vailberg immediately.” He muttered the words to himself, his fist clenched against his chest.

Unsure how to respond to the sudden shift in the tone of their conversation, Tamara watched Aiden’s agitation in silence. Then, suddenly, he clasped one of her hands between his own. 

“If you find any more information about this, I want to be the first to know.” 

Without her shield, Tamara flinched at the contact. Still, she didn’t pull away. Aiden’s eyes bore into her own until, to her relief, he released her. Then, turning on his heel, he swept out of the library without another word, leaving Tamara once again alone in the echoing silence.








CHAPTER THIRTEEN
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THE NOVELTY OF being left to his own devices in the safe house had worn off surprisingly quickly. Roy flicked through the television channels, but apparently none of the programmes had changed in the last ten minutes. He supposed he should be grateful that there even was a television; the place seemed barely used, and Oliver didn’t seem the type to lounge around watching box sets. The lack of a games console hadn’t shocked him in the slightest.

Roy grabbed a slice of last night’s pizza from the box on the table, jolting it with a heating spell before taking a bite. He didn’t remember seeing a microwave in the kitchen when hunting for coffee that morning — he’d finally found a pot of instant, a month out of date, behind around eight varieties of loose-leaf tea — and anyway, he didn’t feel like getting up off the couch. 

Switching off the television, Roy picked up the book he’d retrieved from the second bedroom; the only volume he’d been able to find that wasn’t a damn textbook. Before he could get much beyond the first paragraph, there came the sound of a slamming door and footsteps in the stairwell. 

He was no longer alone. 

With a burst of vigour he didn’t know he possessed, he chucked the book onto the coffee table and flung himself down behind the sofa.

“What the hell happened here?” 

The voice was familiar, and Roy poked his head out. As he thought, it was the man who had been here before; Matthew, if he remembered correctly. Dark eyes matched the straight black hair that fell around his sharp features, and though Matthew’s build was slim, Roy easily sensed the powerful magic he exuded. To his relief, Oliver also stood in the doorway behind him.

“Hey! You actually came back,” Roy said, standing up. Matthew glared at him immediately, but Oliver was scanning the apartment, having gone rather pale.

“W—what…?” Oliver stammered weakly. Under other circumstances, Roy would have enjoyed being the one to shake his cool composure, but Matthew’s frown was ruining the moment. “What happened here? How did you make such a mess? And what are you wearing?!” 

Oliver had finally turned to him and Roy remembered the grey dressing gown he was still sporting over his clothes. 

“Ah, hope you don’t mind. I found this in the bedroom.” Roy jerked a thumb towards the door beside the kitchen. “Ended up just crashing on the couch again.” As on the first night, he had avoided using his designated bedroom, even after Oliver’s insistence. Somehow, it made the experience easier. 

“I can see that...” Oliver still hadn’t moved, seemingly transfixed by the room.

“I couldn’t get the wine out of the collar, though, sorry.” Roy rubbed guiltily at a red splatter blemishing the fluffy material. “I thought you’d have spelled it stain proof. Everything else in your wardrobe is.”

“You spilled wine on my— What do you mean ‘everything else in my wardrobe’?” Oliver did not look happy. “What else have you opened?”

“What was I supposed to do?” Roy shrugged off the dressing gown, missing its warmth as soon as he did so. Oliver took it from him wordlessly. “You didn’t exactly tell me when you’d be back. I got bored. Nathaniel’s a hilarious name for a fake ID, by the way,” Roy snorted. “Unless that’s your actual name. Erm, in which case… cool name, mate.” 

Making fun of the people protecting him from Felix Marek might not be the best idea, and, given the quality of the paperwork he had found in that spell-locked draw, Oliver and Matthew were clearly very professional when going about any illegal activities. 

Oliver shook his head slowly. “That drawer was magic locked. How did you—”

“Oh, don’t worry! I wasn’t actually looking for secret documents and I put them all back. I was looking for money.” This explanation, he realised, probably wasn’t helping his case. “Since, you know, I’m only here because I’m helping you guys out, and I don’t have any cash on me. I found some, by the way. In the third drawer. That’s how I got the pizza.”

“Wait, you got pizza delivered? To a safe house?” Matthew had been silent until now, listening to Roy’s explanation with an expression of vague disbelief. 

Roy rolled his eyes. “You told me not to leave! Anyway, I paid in cash. I’m not an idiot.”

“Could have fooled me...” Matthew mumbled, sitting down in the armchair furthest from where Roy stood. “How did you even know the address?”

“I saw it on the way in.” Roy shrugged. The street name and number on the door had been easy enough to remember. He wasn’t sure if knowing the phone number of the takeaway by heart too was something to be proud or ashamed of. 

“It just feels softer without the protective spells,” Oliver muttered to himself, running a hand over his stained dressing gown dejectedly. 

Roy hopped back onto the couch and reached for his coffee mug, then realised he’d grabbed the one with wine dregs and put it back down. 

“Maybe we should talk about why we’re here?” Matthew directed his words at Oliver, who seemed to shake himself out of his daze.

“Yes... apologies. You’re right.” Folding the dressing gown, Oliver hung it over the back of a dining chair and settled at the far end of the sofa.

Matthew leaned forward in the armchair, clasping his hands in front of him. “Roy, isn’t it? We need to know if you can get into the palace.”

Roy’s eyes went wide. “Hey, look, I’m not getting involved in anything there. I’ve got enough people after me as it is!” Felix Marek was bad enough; if these guys were planning some sort of palace heist then they’d have Morgan after them. Roy doubted Oliver’s promise of protection would hold up under those circumstances, no matter how competent the guy seemed. He folded his arms across his chest. “I can’t help you, anyway. Marek is one thing, but what makes you think I could break into the palace?”

“You recognised the lock installed at Felix Marek’s home and called it a palace lock,” Oliver explained. “We might be wrong, but we concluded that you would only know the palace used that type of spell if you had encountered it there.”

Yeah, he could see how they had figured that. Damn his stupid mouth. “Well, even so. I can’t help you. Sorry, mate.”

“Please. This is important,” Matthew interjected. He was rubbing his hands together, leaning so far forward that Roy thought he might fall from the chair. “If you know a way in, you need to tell me.”

“Makes a change, hearing a ‘please’ from you,” Roy shot back. He hadn’t so quickly forgotten the interrogation he had been subjected to at their last encounter.

“Listen, I’m sorry for how I behaved last time. I really do need your help.” The desperation in Matthew’s voice was palpable. “It’s— The Palace has my son. I need to get him and his friend out.” He tilted his head down into his open palms, as though the words were too much to face.

So that was why Matthew had changed his tune, though picturing him as a father was jarring. Whatever his son had done, it must have been bad. Despite his own feelings about Morgan, Roy hadn’t ever heard of the Palace kidnapping people for no reason.

“It’s a misunderstanding,” Oliver said, taking over. “He isn’t a criminal, he’s only eighteen—”

“Eighteen’s old enough to be a criminal, trust me.”

“He’s not.” Oliver’s voice was firm. “I can’t go into detail, but he’s in terrible danger there, through no fault of his own. I understand I’ve asked a lot of you already, but all we need is knowledge. Is there a way in?”

“Look, I feel for you, I really do.” Roy wasn’t lying; this discussion was shaking him more than he wanted to admit. “I don’t know how to get into the palace. Genuinely. I haven’t been there in years.”

“The lock, though? How did you know?” Matthew said, raising his head.

Roy pinched the bridge of his nose and took a heavy breath. Light was seeping through the thin blinds over the window. Another bright summer morning, just like the day he’d heard the news. 

“My mum. She taught me.” 

They didn’t have a right to the story, but Roy found himself continuing anyway, words stiff after a lifetime of being unsaid. 

“Look, she... She worked in the palace, alright? When she’d come home, she’d set little locks for me as challenges. It was a game we’d play.” 

The memory was still raw, choking him as it came out. She had been so proud when he’d first cracked one. The mischievous smile they’d shared, like co-conspirators. Perhaps that’s why he’d always had a taste for being in places he shouldn’t. 

“Where did she work?” Oliver asked gently.

“I dunno. For the Royal Family, and she was there when... well, you know.” 

“She died in the attack,” Oliver said. It wasn’t a question, but Roy nodded.

“I’m sorry.” Matthew looked like he genuinely meant it, and Roy was unexpectedly touched. 

“Eh, it was nothing to do with you.” He shrugged again, but Matthew seemed to flinch as he spoke.

Oliver gave a deep sigh. “Alright. Well, unfortunately, that means we need an alternative plan.”

Traffic hummed past outside, muffled behind the closed windows. Roy had been truthful when he said he didn’t want to get tied up in any more criminal activity. The palace, though. To be where she had been. There wasn’t anywhere else Roy could think of that was so out of his reach, and yet so close to his heart.

“You know,” Roy said, breaking the silence, “there’s that garden party tomorrow. If it was me, I’d try and get hold of a ticket. Well, if it was really me, I’d swap shifts with a mate and get on the delivery crew, but I’m guessing that isn’t really an option for you.” 

The delivery company he worked for had managed to get the contract for the anniversary events. He’d wanted nothing to do with the damn party when they were assigning jobs, but now he was starting to see things in a different light. In his experience, forcing your way into a building was the less efficient method. Roy had done it at Marek’s out of necessity, but he always preferred being let in through the front door.

“The anniversary,” Matthew muttered, looking at Oliver. “I can’t believe it, but I’d forgotten… it’s tomorrow.” 

He unfolded himself from the chair and crossed over to the dining table. Roy craned his head back as far as he could without having to move from the couch, but stopped when he saw that Matthew was merely pacing the length of the room silently. 

Oliver was drumming his fingers against his leg. “Finding a ticket will be no simple task,” he stated. “Even if you were able to procure one, I’m sure there’ll be a guest list, too.” He turned to Matthew. “I’ll locate a list of the attendees. Perhaps seeing it will offer up a viable option.”

Roy couldn’t suppress the smirk that formed as Oliver spoke. “You don’t need a list, mate. I know exactly who’s got a ticket, but you’re not gonna like it.” Behind him, he heard Matthew stop moving. “Don’t you guys know Marek goes to the party every year?”

“Felix Marek,” Matthew said flatly. “What is your obsession with him, anyway? Why do you know that?”

“I’m not obsessed!” Roy whirled around, kneeling up on the sofa to challenge the accusation. “The bastard made a ton of money, alright? After the takeover. You worked for him; didn’t you wonder how he got so rich? Or did you just not care?” Roy scowled at Matthew, who didn’t look away.

“Tell me,” he growled, and Roy sank back down.

“They say he got a big payout for his ‘contributions’.” Roy made air quotes with his fingers. “He used to work in weapon design back in Vailberg, up until he got into business with Aiden Heliodor. He knows how they did it. I know it. Why do you think I broke in there? I was looking for answers.”

For a moment, Matthew didn’t move, an unreadable expression flashing across his face. When he spoke again his tone was softer. “So say we get the ticket from Felix Marek. What’s to stop him just telling the Palace that it’s gone missing?”

“I dunno.” Roy flopped back down next to Oliver, who jerked away from his touch.

“Matthew,” Oliver said thoughtfully. “The lock you were asked to install at Felix Marek’s property... Perhaps it isn’t thieves that are his primary concern.” He threw a glance in Roy’s direction. “The people who attacked us didn’t seem like they were supposed to draw attention. I don’t think Felix Marek wants anyone to know he had the wand in the first place. I don’t think he wants the weapon traced back to him.”

“So what? You’re suggesting we threaten to turn him in if he doesn’t get us into the party?”

“I’m just saying it could be leverage. We have a wand. Felix doesn’t know about our relationship with Morgan Heliodor; he has no reason to believe we wouldn’t take him down with us, so to speak, should he try to hand us in.” 

Matthew ran a hand through his hair and Oliver shifted his seat. 

“I mean, I don’t like it either — it’s dangerous,” he conceded. “I’m just suggesting it as an option.”

Roy couldn’t believe what he was hearing. “You’re not seriously going to go to the man trying to kill us all and ask him to take you to a party?”

Oliver steepled his fingers. “Felix Marek doesn’t know me. I should be able to arrange a meeting—”

“No,” Matthew said sharply, interrupting Oliver’s rationalisation. “Marek and I have business to settle. I don’t appreciate being attacked in the street, especially when they drag my friend into it, too. When I’m done with him, we aren’t going to need leverage.”

“Erm... but if attacking Marek directly was always an option, why the hell have we been hiding from him?” It seemed a bit unfair that Roy had been stuck hiding in a safe house if they could have just threatened Marek and forced him to back off this whole time.

“Things have changed.” Matthew didn’t seem like he was going to provide further explanation. The expression on his face, however, was enough for Roy to decide that he wouldn’t want to be Felix Marek right now. 

Oliver had reassumed his tapping, his expression sombre. “If you convince him to get you in, you’ll be alone.”

“I know,” Matthew replied. 

A conversation that Roy wasn’t privy to seemed like it was taking place beyond Matthew’s simple reply. He shuddered nonetheless. 

Matthew was planning to break into the palace solo, right under Morgan’s nose, with only his enemy for company and at the most important official event of the year. Roy didn’t feel like he was being the stupid one this time.

“You promised you’d get Marek off my back, right?” The two men looked up at Roy as he spoke, but he continued before they could comment. He really hoped he wasn’t going to regret this. “I’m not saying I’m going to risk my neck for you, but Oliver sounds like he’s got it right to me. You’d be an idiot going in there alone. I’ll swap a shift; there’s always someone who doesn’t want to work those hours. Just make sure I never have to hear from Marek again. Or Morgan, for that matter.” 

Roy half expected them to tell him no, that he’d only get in the way. To be honest, they would probably be right. 

Instead, Matthew extended a hand. “I’ll make sure of it.” 

Roy clasped it in his own, Matthew’s fingers cold to the touch.
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EMPTY PLATES CLINKED as dinner drew to a close, the sound joining the cacophony of conversation that filled the lavish banquet hall. 

	Tamara found her smile beginning to falter. Bodies pressed into the space around her chair; guests milling between the tables as they searched for more engaging company than could be found in their assigned seats. She had scarcely spoken during the meal, instead nodding along to a conversation that she couldn’t quite discern. It was near impossible to distinguish the words of those at her table from the background noise of a hundred other guests talking nearby. 

Though it was hot, she was grateful for the ball gown she wore. The wine-red satin firmly corseted around her waist gave a reassuring pressure and, though it impeded her movement, the heavy skirt reminded her of being snuggled in a weighted blanket. Only her bare shoulders left Tamara feeling exposed, the neckline cut wide above lace sleeves that thankfully weren’t hurting her skin.

“—don’t you think?” A statement, directed at her from the woman to her right, intruded on her thoughts. 

“Oh, I’m sorry,” Tamara reinforced her smile. “I was thinking about work.” She hoped that the explanation would satisfy the grey-haired Velbian minister beside her. The woman’s lined face crinkled in confusion, and Tamara realised the engaged expression she had been performing must have worked too well.

“We were discussing Morgan’s closure of the Academy,” the woman explained politely, though Tamara perceived the shift in her demeanour to frosty suspicion. “It must have had an impact on your role?”

As far as Tamara knew, the Academy wasn’t technically closed. A handful of mages still resided in the rooms that made up the west wing of the palace, but although being Head of Magical Affairs also put her in charge of the Academy, she had not yet had to deal with them. The only notable benefit of the position had been using an old student room to house Alex and Eira. 

“I’m still very new to the role, so I don’t think I can comment on how things have changed,” Tamara replied. She watched the woman’s mouth carefully, not wanting to miss a response due to background noise.

“In any case, I imagine he was right not to waste any more resources on it.” The comment came from a large man sat opposite, whose cheeks shone with a rosiness no doubt caused by the empty wine glass in front of him. “Vailberg’s universities are full to bursting with Ardveldians nowadays!”

“Indeed. I half feel we are overrun,” the older woman sighed. “At least they’re better than the ones from Avel Kifaeros — though you’re probably too young to recall that catastrophe.” She swirled her own wine glass then looked at Tamara with a thin smile. 

Tamara was not too young to know the story. Like Ardveld, almost everyone born in Avel Kifaeros had magic ability. The territory’s tenuous independence from the might of a united Vailberg had made it the obvious choice when the newly formed country looked to bolster their mages. It had been a disaster on both sides.

“I’m very familiar with the history, I’m Kifaerish myself,” Tamara replied without hesitation, though saying the words made her body tense. “I left to study in Vailberg when I was eleven.”

“You? Really? You don’t look it.” 

Tamara wasn’t sure what exactly she was supposed to look like. The woman raised an eyebrow and took another sip of her wine. “I guess you must be one of the lucky ones. Though are you sure you can cope with your role here?” 

The material of her skirt was scrunched tight in her hand before Tamara realised she was gripping it. “Yes, I think I will be fine.” 

The man leant across the table and, for the first time that evening, she wished his voice had been too difficult to hear. “If you’re here at all, then you must be different. Most people in Avel Kifaeros can barely communicate, let alone want to leave the place!”

It was a painful generalisation, and Tamara reached up to run a soothing thumb over the smooth garnet in her necklace. Her sister had sent it. Her sister, who never spoke in words and communicated perfectly well through the visual imagery of her illusion spells. Who were these people to declare what she was and wasn’t capable of?

“That’s not—” 

Tamara was cut off by the older woman as the conversation continued.

“Oh, that’s not true! I’ve met some Kifaerish that are quite normal, even exceptionally skilled, as long as whatever you need them to do catches their interest. Still difficult to work with, though.” The woman paused in her analysis and turned to Tamara, as if suddenly remembering she was there. “Not that you seem that way, dear. I doubt anyone would be able to tell.” She patted Tamara’s arm with a wrinkled hand, clearly meaning the words as a compliment.

“Thank you.” Tamara unclenched her jaw and forced a smile, despite the anger bubbling in her chest. This reaction was hardly new, and it wasn’t worth rising to or arguing with. Even so, a pressure was building in her head, the room becoming a blur of colour and noise. “I’m sorry, I need to leave.” 

She didn’t wait for their reaction as she fled the table.

Gold curtains partially concealed a pair of tall glass doors, beyond which a stone balcony ran the length of the dining hall. Tamara’s muted awareness only widened when she felt a cool breeze brush the heat from her skin. A way out. She slipped through into the fresh air, ears ringing in the sudden quiet.

From three floors up, the terrace had a sweeping view of the palace gardens. To her right, the west wing blocked the sun from view, though a red glow in the clouds suggested it must be a beautiful sunset. There was a sweet scent to the air and Tamara felt the tension leaving her body, until she looked to her left and realised she wasn’t alone.

Morgan stood at the far end of the balcony. Even from this far away, the shimmering gold and white of his court attire was instantly recognisable, and starkly contrasted with the grey of his face. As she got closer, she saw he was leaning heavily against the stone railing. The buttons of his high collar were undone, his breath coming in rapid gasps.

Tamara increased her pace, and he heard her approach. Morgan’s panicked eyes flicked between her and the balcony door. He pulled his posture straight, though the hand gripping the stone hard enough to blanch his fingers still gave away his distress.

“Would you like me to call for a healer?” Tamara spoke softly, keeping her distance. Morgan shook his head in reply. No. “Then, is it alright if I stay?” 

His rejection of the healer wasn’t a shock. She had seen this before, and it wasn’t something medicine or magic could cure. Another gasping breath turned into many as Morgan lost what little composure he’d forced at her arrival. Then, he nodded, and Tamara settled beside him.

“It’s okay. We’re safe here.” She tried to ignore the pounding of her own heart as she spoke, uttering the words in a soothing monotone. “It looks like the roses are in bloom. If you take a deep breath, you can smell them. I’ve always loved the smell of roses.” She imagined it sounded like she was rambling about nothing, but Morgan seemed to be listening regardless. “It’s nice how this stone holds the heat, isn’t it? It feels so rough…” 

Somewhere in the city a bell tolled the hour, chiming through the birdsong that rose from the hedgerows below. Tamara kept describing the sensations of the evening, speaking them aloud as they came into her head, until Morgan’s breathing had slowed and the colour returned to his skin.

“A technique from Avel Kifaeros?” Morgan’s voice cracked as he spoke, but it wasn’t weak. 

“Not exactly.” Tamara realised her own body was shaking, too, and she reached up again to her necklace for comfort. “It’s a type of grounding exercise. For anxiety. It helps me when I— Well, I thought it might work for you, too.”

Daring to look up, Tamara was surprised to see a soft smile on Morgan’s face. 

“It was much appreciated. Thank you.” He pulled a gold, embroidered handkerchief from his pocket and wiped at the sweat around his neck. Together they stood unspeaking, listening to the faint sound of chatter from the diners, overlaid by the evening chorus.

Tamara hesitated before breaking the silence. “Is it like this every year?” 

“I’d say the canapes have got worse.”

“That’s not what I meant.”

Morgan sighed, and she hoped she hadn’t overstepped a boundary. 

“Yes. Every year.” Silence fell again as she struggled to work out how best to reply, but this time Morgan broke it. “How much do you know about the takeover?”

“I, um... Just what we are taught,” Tamara stammered. The question was unexpected, especially given who was asking. “It was twenty-three years ago. Vailberg sent a team to remove the old royal family and took over the governing of Ardveld.” She kept the succinct summary as emotionless as she could manage.

“Very tactful,” Morgan chuckled. If it was possible that a laugh could carry despair, Tamara had just heard it. She saw him grip the stone rail again, but this time his breathing remained steady. “Twenty-three years ago tomorrow, to be precise. It was here that it happened. This weather. This room. It’s the same, every year.”

His words made the hair on the back of her neck prickle. This room. It should have been obvious, but it hadn’t even crossed Tamara’s mind that she was standing in the place that they had died. Visions of the blood-soaked hall from the stories flashed into her mind, the red of the sunset now seeming far more sinister than it had moments before.

“It didn’t look like this,” Morgan continued, as though reading her thoughts. “I had it stripped. The furnishings, wallpaper... I am aware that hardly helped quell the rumours.” He met her gaze and Tamara found herself unable to look away. “You can leave now, if you wish.”

Her breath caught, but she didn’t want to leave. She wasn’t sure if it should appal her that she didn’t. The Morgan she knew from the stories jarred awkwardly in her mind against her impression of the man in front of her. She broke their eye contact, then, let her gaze fall to his gilded coat, its collar still hanging loose.

“I’d rather stay.”

Morgan turned away from her, his expression hidden as he looked back out over the gardens. “That makes one of us then.” The response was barely audible, a whisper that seemed more for himself than for her. She wondered if he regretted the events that had happened here, opened her mouth to ask, then swallowed the words. What answer could he possibly give?

“I will always do my duty for Vailberg.” Morgan’s response to her unspoken question told her she was correct not to probe.

A chill breeze picked up as the shadows started lengthened and Tamara tried unsuccessfully to hide a shiver, not wanting Morgan to think she was uncomfortable due to him. 

“Are you cold? We should go inside.” He pocketed his handkerchief and refastened his collar, before holding out an arm. 

Tamara lifted a hand but paused, not convinced she understood what was expected of her. Seeing her hesitation, Morgan lowered his arm and stepped away.

“I’m sorry. It’s not you! I—” Tamara stumbled over her response, realising what her actions might have implied.

“I take no offence,” Morgan said, and when she looked at his face, he seemed to truly mean it. Rather than the hurt she had been expecting to see, there was a warmth in his eyes that did nothing to help her quickened heart.

“There you are!” A voice splintered the moment. Aiden Heliodor stood in the doorway, blocking the entrance to the hall. He must have been searching for Morgan, but it didn’t look as though he had attended the dinner at all. Though smart, his attire was nowhere near the embellished uniform he should have been wearing on such an important occasion, but this fact didn’t seem to concern him. The wind played over his mahogany hair, so much like his uncle’s, and a smile broke across his face when Tamara looked at him.

“How can I help you?” The words were polite, but the chill in Morgan’s tone made her freeze. Before she could take in his expression, he stepped forward, blocking her view of Aiden completely.

“I have some urgent business to discuss with Tamara.”

She peered around Morgan’s back at Aiden’s reply. With me? There was no smile on his face now. 

“I’d apologise for the interruption,” Aiden continued, “but shouldn’t you be inside? I am sure our guests are keen to toast your achievement. Modesty doesn’t suit the conqueror of Ardveld.”

“We were just about to head in.” Morgan’s reply betrayed no hint of distress. “Though it is not modesty that will lead me to raise a toast to your mother. It will be many generations before we see another of her greatness.” 

For a moment, Aiden’s face twisted in rage. Then the expression vanished, as though wiped clean.

“Pay no heed to my uncle; we have exciting things to discuss.” He turned to face Tamara, and she got the distinct impression that this wasn’t a request. In any case, if Aiden had found information regarding the ground magic then she was interested. “Come with me.” 

Without looking back, he thrust the curtain away and strode inside. With an apologetic glance at Morgan, Tamara followed.




SHE HAD TO hurry to keep up with Aiden’s pace. After brushing off the multitude of people in the banquet hall who tried to capture him in conversation, he was now racing through the palace corridors with urgency. There had been no conversation on the way, nothing to hint at why she had been summoned, and rather than heading to the library, they seemed to be going in the direction of the guest rooms. 

“Did you not go to the party in the end?” Tamara ventured, hoping that Aiden might at least slow down. They had passed no one else in the hall, the occupants of these rooms likely all at the dinner. 

To her relief, Aiden allowed her to catch up. “I decided I had more important matters to attend to. As I’m sure you’ll agree, parties are too frivolous for people like us. My uncle could never understand.” He withdrew a key from his blazer. “We need somewhere private for this conversation and my rooms are just here.”

Tamara immediately stopped walking and Aiden laughed. 

“What? Does it scare you to be in my room alone? I promise I will be nothing but a gentleman.” A bolt clicked and there was a faint flare of magic as the locking spell recognised his key. “Please, come in.”

Tamara entered first. Though large, the seating area of Aiden’s suite was impossibly crowded. Stacks of books and computer discs littered every available surface, the only illumination coming from the screen of a laptop sat in the centre of an expansive desk. A rare sight even in Vailberg, and one that served as a strong reminder of whose room she was in. Flicking on the light as he passed, Aiden crossed to the desk and pushed the laptop shut. 

“Are you going to sit down?” When he turned back to her, he was holding a hefty book in both hands.

“No, don’t worry. I’m fine.” Tamara wasn’t sure why, but she wanted to be on her feet. At least it would imply that this wouldn’t be a long stay. 

“Don’t be ridiculous, sit. You’ll make me seem like a poor host, standing there!” 

Aiden carried the book to the coffee table and Tamara saw the pages shimmer silver as he set it down. With his hands free, he cleared a space on the sofa large enough for both of them.

“Now then,” Aiden continued once Tamara had settled beside him. “Yesterday, when you mentioned magic moving the earth, I knew I had read something similar before.” The thick pages crackled as he peeled the book open. “It’s lucky I was able to have it retrieved from Vailberg so quickly. Read this.”

A paragraph of text took up the centre of the first page.

The esteemed royal lineage and Champions of Ardveld; country of magic. As their power once raised the mountains and carved the rivers, may it continue to shape Ardveld’s future. Blood and land forever entwined.

“Fascinating that I should end up bringing back a book I had already removed from the palace’s library,” Aiden mused to himself as Tamara read. “Do you see?”

“What does it mean though?” Tamara replied. “That Ardveld itself was made through magic? I might not have explained properly, but I couldn’t sense any magic in Golebach, and neither could any other mage I’ve spoken to.” It was possible that, having no magical ability himself, Aiden had misunderstood.

“No!” Tamara flinched at Aiden’s raised voice. “Of course you wouldn’t feel anything. Don’t you see? The King shaped the lands. The Royal Family! They would be the only ones able to sense this magic.”

“But… there aren’t any Royal Family members left.” If she’d ever had any doubt on the matter, after speaking with Morgan this evening, Tamara was certain of it. “And even if there were, I’m not confident they would be causing earthquakes in Golebach.” She smiled. 

It was easy to forget how young Aiden was. Despite how close the two of them looked in age, he would have only been around two years old during the takeover — too young to remember any more than stories of Ardveld’s royalty. “It’s a nice thought, but that seems a lot to draw from such a vague piece of writing.”

“You said you spoke to witnesses,” Aiden hissed and Tamara’s smile vanished. “Do you remember what they looked like?” He hefted the book onto his lap and flicked through to the end, slamming it onto the table in front of her. “These were the last living members of the royal line.” 

The pages were full of pictures, from copies of painted portraits through to posed photographs of those born closer to the present day. These last photos showed the former king, a dark-haired man with a styled moustache, then the queen, and finally... Her eyes came to rest on the last photo and a cold sweat pricked over her body.

Aiden was watching her face intently; Tamara could see it from the corner of her eye, and she attempted to morph her expression into one of confusion.

“If any of them are still alive,” Aiden said, “then the Royal Champions would still exist.” His gaze was starting to burn, but Tamara didn’t take her eyes off the book. “A spell that could turn anyone into the strongest mage in Ardveld. In the world! Losing that knowledge was a tragedy.”

“I— I don’t think even they knew how it worked,” Tamara stammered. “Otherwise there would be records—”

“We could find out! Experiment!” Aiden exclaimed. “Imagine what we could achieve! If any of them lived—”

 “I’m sorry.” Tamara’s heart was pounding, words tumbling out too fast. “I don’t recognise anyone in these pictures. I can get back in touch with the police at Golebach though, to see if they could ask the witnesses if they saw anyone…”

“That would be helpful. Yes.” Aiden didn’t seem like he was going to press her further, yet when she met his gaze, his eyes were narrow and cold.

“May I borrow your book?” Tamara said hurriedly, placing a hand over the image on the page. “I’m sorry to ask but… it would be good to copy the pictures. So I can send them across to the police station.”

Aiden inclined his head. “Go ahead.” 

The tome was heavy and Tamara hugged it against her body. “Thank you. I’ll let you know as soon as I hear anything.” She scooted around the table, not turning her back on Aiden, as he stood up from the sofa.

“Let me get that.” Before she could make it to the door, he caught up, blocking her exit as he reached for the handle. “If you do learn anything, Tamara, you will tell me, yes?” He was close enough that she could feel the warmth of his breath on her skin. “I promise that no harm will come to you if you do.” 

The assurance was not comforting. “Of course. You’ll be the first to know.” Tamara pulled the tome tighter to her chest, sighing in relief as Aiden nodded and opened the door.

“Thank you again for your help.” A lightness returned to his tone when she stepped into the corridor, and he gave a friendly wave as she turned to walk away. Suppressing the desire to break into a run, Tamara proceeded down the empty hall, certain she could sense his eyes on her until the end.








CHAPTER FIFTEEN
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THE CRUMPLED PAPER landed in the suspended bin with a shower of sparks.

“Nice!” Alex punched the air. It was a tricky shot to curve the projectile from the bathroom door to the target above his bed, but Eira’s wind spell directed it true on the fifth attempt. Her celebratory light show was a nice touch — a rather complex passive spell that combined regular magelights with her usual artistic flare. It had taken the better part of half an hour to craft, but it wasn’t as though there was anything better to do. 

“Want to try from the other door now?” Eira said. The small, rectangular bedroom didn’t lend itself to many challenging throwing positions. “Maybe you should turn around and throw it backwards?”

“Yeah, let me just grab a drink.” 

If he was going to be stuck somewhere, at least it was with his best friend. Alex walked over to the latest tray the guard had brought them, checking for any snacks they might have missed. Over a day had passed since Tamara’s visit. She’d assured him that she would figure out what was going on with the ground magic, but Alex doubted it would take priority over her official engagements.

It was dark outside. The curtains still hung open, but all the glass revealed now was his own reflection; the people they had watched arranging marquees in the grounds for tomorrow’s garden party were long gone. He had felt stronger that morning, enough to use simple magic again. Even so, Eira had picked up much of the slack, cooling the air in the room that would otherwise have been stifling in the summer heat. 

They’d talked casually about escape plans, Eira rightly commenting that being locked in a room was, at the very least, a fire hazard. Between them, they could probably brute force the spell on the window — definitely an option if Alex had been at full strength — but decided it wasn’t worth endangering their delicate ‘non-criminal’ status. Even then, they were still three floors up.

“You know, I’m thinking I’ll just head to bed,” Eira yawned. “Guess we can look forward to more waiting tomorrow. I doubt she’s going to come talk to us with that party on.”

“Yeah, you’re probably right.” Alex pulled the curtains shut and flopped down onto his bed. He wasn’t looking forward to another night sleeping in jeans; even though they’d grown up together, being undressed in the same room as his friend felt wrong. 

Rolling onto his stomach, Alex cast his gaze towards the heavy door. The guard was still outside. He could sense them. 

Since his conversation with Tamara, Alex had done some experimenting of his own. At first, purely to reassure himself that it was really there, he’d closed his eyes and let the ground magic fill his awareness. Soon he found he was able to feel movement in the energy, like ripples in a pool of still water. Disruptions in the ground magic were detectable from far further away than his regular magic sense had ever reached, but at a certain distance the anomalies seemed to merge together. 

Alex hadn’t realised it was mages he was picking up on until the latest guard had brought in their dinner.

“Someone’s coming.” Alex turned to Eira, who sat up in bed. Though he’d struggled to explain what he felt during his ground magic tests, she had believed him without question. Now, as he focussed, he sensed the telltale disturbance in the natural energy that was caused by a mage’s magical aura as they moved closer.

When the door opened, he was surprised to see Tamara there. Her elegant ball gown swished against the floor as she entered, but the makeup around her eyes looked worn and smudged. She must have just come from a formal event, though the heavy book she clutched to her chest seemed conspicuously out of place. 

“Alex, I need you to come with me,” Tamara said, her voice commanding and much less friendly than when she had approached him before. He didn’t move from the bed, a little shocked by the sudden intrusion.

“Just Alex?” Eira said, and he was grateful that she saved him the need to ask the same question. “Where are you taking him?” 

Tamara glanced in Eira’s direction, hugging the book tighter. “We’re going to my office. I need to talk to him about something important. I’m sorry, Eira, but you will need to stay here.” 

After Tamara’s last visit, they’d joked about one of them mysteriously ‘disappearing’; suddenly, the idea seemed much closer to reality.

“Talk about what?” Alex found his voice as he got up from the bed and slipped on his shoes. He was hesitant to leave Eira alone; she had been present for everything up to now. Still, he’d prefer not to be dragged out of the room if it came to it.

“Alex, you can’t just go!” 

“Don’t worry. This shouldn’t take long, right? I’ll tell you all about it when I get back.” He looked to Tamara hoping she would confirm his assumption, but she had turned to open the door. 

“It shouldn’t take long,” Tamara replied, her words quiet and careful. “Thank you.” 

She seemed relieved that he had got up to follow, and Alex felt he sensed some of her previous warmth returning. Glancing back into the room, he saw Eira standing, as if debating whether to follow him anyway. Then the door swung shut, and she disappeared from view.

Standing in the corridor, Alex was interested to note it wasn’t as grand out here as he had imagined. A strip of worn carpet, that looked like it had once been a vivid sapphire blue, ran down the centre of the dark wooden floor panels. On either side of the narrow corridor, doors matching his own blocked off further rooms, though the smell of dust and lack of movement confirmed what the ground magic had indicated: no one else inhabited this floor. The guard outside his own door nodded as they passed, but didn’t leave his post.

“It doesn’t look much like a palace. From the corridor, you know,” Alex said as he caught up with Tamara. He had been a tourist in enough historical buildings to know only certain areas were designed to impress, but he wanted to make conversation and didn’t mind seeming ignorant.

“This is the Academy. It was for students.” 

Tamara’s curt reply dashed his hopes of a friendly chat. At least it explained the room they were being kept in. He followed her the rest of the way in silence, down an enclosed spiral staircase to a wider corridor, where they stopped outside an ornate door. A gold plaque to its left stated ‘Head of Magical Affairs’ in embossed text.

A trickle of magic emanated from the door when Tamara placed her hand on it, as the locking spell recognised her permission to enter. Magelights burst into life as it opened, casting a warm glow over the cosy office. There were no visible walls; they were all lined with cabinets and bookcases, with the exception of a window and a narrow staircase in one corner that Alex guessed might lead up to Tamara’s living quarters.

“Sit down, please.” She indicated to a low, leather couch to Alex’s right. The leather creaked as he sunk into the well-worn cushions and he leant forward, the seat too wide for him to sit up straight. Neither the seating nor the large, claw-foot desk in front of the window looked like Tamara’s style, but then Alex remembered she was new in the role and likely hadn’t had time to change anything.

Tamara took a seat opposite, laying the heavy book across her lap. For a moment the only sound was that of water, trickling over a small, stone fountain that sat at the edge of her desk. Alex eyed it curiously until Tamara spoke.

“Could you tell me again, why you were at Golebach Court when your device exploded?”

Alex frowned. “I was there because of the ground magic, remember? Isn’t that what you said you were going to look into?” He was dismayed to have put his faith in someone who couldn’t even keep track of their conversations.

“I have been looking into it. That is why I need to clarify some things with you. Can you explain again how you first sensed magic there?”

He wasn’t certain he had ever clarified that in the first place, but decided not to say as much. “I’d gone there with my dad the day before. That was the first time I felt it — at least the first time I remember. I hadn’t been there for years.”

“You went with your father?” Tamara’s gaze seemed to sharpen as she spoke. “Could you tell me more about your family? Who do you live with?”

“Um... my mum. Dad comes to visit when he can. He lives away. Because of work.” Alex shuffled his feet. This felt much more like an interrogation than their previous conversation.

“I see. And you parents? Are they both from Ardveld?”

“Yeah, I think so. Well, my mum’s dad is Velbian… They actually live in Vailberg, so I don’t ever see them.” He did have quite a small family, but that had never seemed strange to him before, especially as Eira didn’t have much of one either. “Dad’s quite a good mage, so I’m pretty sure his family’s all Ardveldian.”

“Do you not have grandparents on your father’s side?” Tamara tilted her head, and he noticed she was running her palm over the cover of the book.

“I think they died before I was born,” Alex shrugged. “I never really thought to ask, sorry. It just doesn’t come up.”

“And you have no aunts, uncles... cousins that you know of?” 

He got the impression that Tamara was reaching now, avoiding the real reason why they were here. “No. Well, there’s Uncle Oliver, but we aren’t technically related so...” An idea popped into his head as he spoke. “I could ask my dad if you like! If he can feel the magic, too? Is that what you’re trying to find out? Whether there’s a genetic link?”

A thin smile broke through Tamara’s stern expression, and Alex saw her reach up to fiddle with her necklace. “I would very much like to speak to your father, yes. Though I’m not sure he would want to speak to me.” She paused. “Alex, can I ask your father’s name?”

“Um, sure. It’s Matthew. Matthew Ashe.” 

The name seemed to have an effect on Tamara. She bit her lip and laid the book on the table between them. Now that it was closer, Alex was able to read the upside-down gilded text: Royal Lineage and Champions of Ardveld.

The Royal Family? Alex struggled to suppress a smile. Clearly Tamara had never been to Couden Cross; it wasn’t exactly the kind of place you’d go to dig up lost royal relations. 

“This is going to seem like an odd question,” Tamara said, opening the book and shifting to the last few pages. “But do these people look like anyone you know?” Stopping on a page of formal photos, she rotated it to face him.

The first picture showed an imposing man dressed in lavish blue and silver robes. Text beside the image declared him the last King of Ardveld, though Alex had never seen a photo of him before. His gaze flicked over the other images, landing on a picture of a teenage boy. Dark eyes looked back at him, instantly familiar, and Alex sucked in a breath. 

The boy in the photo could easily be a younger version of his father. Jumping to the writing beside it, he rapidly scanned the contents.

‘Crown Prince Matthew of Ardveld.’

His mind went blank. He read the text again, and then a third time, not sure he had taken the words in correctly. It didn’t make any sense. Alex tried to think back to what he knew about the old Royal Family — not much, apart from that they’d all died twenty-something years ago.

He looked up to see Tamara watching him intently. This was it then. What she had been leading to with all those questions. Fingers digging into his palm, Alex sat up straight and narrowed his eyes. “That’s a cruel trick.” She must have researched him to create it. “What were you trying to get from this? A way to accuse me of treason?” 

Tamara pulled back, confusion written across her features. “No. I didn’t—”

“Is this because I know something about magic that you don’t?” Alex spat. “You couldn’t work it out, so you need a reason to get rid of me?” He’d thought that Tamara was going to help him, that he could trust her. Now he didn’t know what to think.

He got to his feet, wanting to run from the room, back to Eira. Back to his prison, he thought bitterly.

“Alex, please! Sit down and listen.” Tamara had stood up as well. “You won’t be able to get out without my permission anyway. It’s locked.”

“I don’t want to listen to you,” Alex mumbled. He was an adult now; he should be able to figure out what to do. But no ideas came to him. Instead, he just felt vulnerable.

“You have to,” Tamara replied, firm but gentle. “I don’t mean you any harm. I’m really sorry that you think I would make this up…” She looked down and Alex followed her gaze to the book that still lay open on the table. “I didn’t know what to believe myself, when I saw it. That’s why I wanted to show you. Honestly, I thought that perhaps you knew and had been lying to me.”

“I don’t know anything because there isn’t anything to know!” Alex flung a hand towards the book. “It doesn’t work out, anyway; the dates would be all wrong. The name... My dad would have told me!”

“Okay.” Tamara nodded as he spoke. “Perhaps that’s fair. I don’t know your father’s age, after all. I actually saw the picture and thought it looked like you.”

Like him? Now that Alex looked at the photo again, he could see the similarity with his own features. He realised that he didn’t have a childhood photo of his father in his memory to compare it with. He’d never seen any around the house.

“Do… do you know your dad’s age?” Tamara said hesitantly, as though afraid he would shout again.

“I dunno, forty? Forty, I think.” Alex shook his head. “He looks young, because of the magic.” The takeover had been, what? Five years or so before he was born? If the teenager in the picture really was his father, that would have to make him—

“Seventeen, then. He’d have been about seventeen when the takeover happened.” Tamara finished the thought for him. “So, the ages do match up. And his first name… Isn’t it at least worth looking into?” She crouched down and began to turn the book’s pages. “I didn’t even tell you about the writing in the front—”

“I don’t want to see it!”

Tamara looked crestfallen, but Alex didn’t care. 

“It’s just... I think it would explain why you can feel the ground magic. If your father really is Prince Matthew…”

“I don’t want to hear anymore, alright?” Alex shook his head again, backing up towards the door. “I want to go back to bed.” He didn’t believe any of it. All he knew was that he had been hit with a wave of tiredness and a desperate need to be anywhere but here in this stuffy office.

“Fine. I’ll take you back.” Tamara shut the book with more force than necessary. “Please don’t try anything on the way—”

“I’m not going to! I just want to go to bed.” He turned away and waited as Tamara unlocked the door.

“Thank you for speaking with me.”

Alex didn’t reply
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THE STEPS UP to the palace entrance were as smooth as Matthew remembered, the grey stone worn by the passing of generations of feet. Behind him, another car pulled up in the gravel courtyard. Its occupants, dressed as finely as their expensive vehicle would suggest, joined the crowd queuing at the door. 

He’d ridden in such a car himself, just moments before. Not that Felix Marek had been happy about picking Matthew up from their agreed meeting spot, a road not far from the palace. They now stood together in the cold shadow of the building, surrounded by the chatter of the other waiting guests.

The suit that Oliver had provided fit Matthew perfectly and he had no worries about anyone suspecting he wasn’t among his peers. Even Marek seemed begrudgingly impressed. Still, his breathing was restricted and shallow; each step he took felt forbidden. 

At least he was now too close to see the building in its entirety. He hadn’t been able to take his eyes off the palace for the whole drive, the journey mirroring every memory he had of the experience as a child. Now, Matthew found himself scanning the carved entrance way, the familiar steps, the gilded doors, as if seeing them for the first time. 

The presence of the natural magic pushed stronger against his mind as he got closer. Matthew resented its intrusion; Oliver’s explanation tainting what once brought him comfort. It was just another thing marking him as different. A remnant of an entity that no longer existed, like the building in front of him.

An impatient cough told Matthew he was holding up the queue. He rushed up the next few steps two at a time, earning a sneer from Marek and a smattering of murmurs and giggles from those behind them. 

This wasn’t home anymore. He would have to be more careful.

Familiar smells of wood polish and musty fabric crashed him through a wave of emotion as they entered the hall. Morgan had changed the floor. The tiled image of the royal crest was gone, replaced with a block pattern of Heliodor gold and white that extended through to the opposite doorway. Two curving staircases ascended on either side, that Matthew knew lead to the state rooms above.

His magic sense told him that there were mages amongst the guards, likely sensing for spelled weaponry as well as being there for general defence. Matthew tensed as they looked him over, but none tried to stop him. Instead, they nodded a greeting as he and Marek walked across the glossy tiles towards the terrace doors.

Though it was overcast, the natural light of the gardens made Matthew squint as they stepped outside. Groups of guests were scattered across the patio and a gust of wind snapped at a marquee set up to his left.

“I don’t care what you want to do here — just make sure you keep away from me,” Marek hissed, breaking their tense silence. “I agreed to get you in, not to be your babysitter.”

The shorter man’s wispy hair caught the breeze, flicking up in a display that made a mockery of his attempted menace. Felix Marek had been compliant so far, though perhaps that shouldn’t be a surprise. It wasn’t often that Matthew flexed his full power, and as predicted by Oliver, he had found Marek quite amenable once he mentioned the wands and his direct involvement in the recent attack in the city.

Opening his mouth to firmly remind Marek of his position, Matthew was interrupted by the approach of a man in a cream summer suit. 

“Felix Marek! Good to see you lured out from that country retreat of yours.” The man pulled Marek into an enthusiastic handshake and looked Matthew up and down before offering him a hand in greeting, too. “Rowan Greenstede,” the man said, then paused, expectantly awaiting an introduction in return. But Matthew’s mind had gone blank. What was the name Oliver had given him to use? He’d never been great with names, but before he could stutter something out, he was saved.

“Don’t mind him.” Marek waved Matthew away and leaned in close to the man’s ear. “An old friend called in a favour; his cousin is starting a business and needs to do some networking.” Marek raised his voice again so Matthew could hear. “In fact, he was about to head off and do just that.”

“Oh, I see. I was looking forward to meeting the beautiful lady that would accompany you to the party this year!” Rowan winked and Matthew realised his presence as Felix’s plus one might be more conspicuous that he’d hoped. “But in that case, your friend must tell me about this business venture.” 

The exasperation Matthew saw cross Felix Marek’s face likely mirrored his own.

“It’s not—” Marek began before Matthew interrupted him.

“It’s power generation.” The answer came in a flash of inspiration. “Converting magic into electricity. We hope it will be an efficient way to bring power to areas that are not currently on the grid.” He hoped it sounded boring enough that Rowan would drop the subject, and Matthew made a mental apology to his son for that thought.

“Well, that sounds fascinating!” Unfortunately, Rowan looked like he meant it. “Especially for Ardveld, of course. Perhaps pass me your business card? I’m on the board of a few companies that might be interested in such a thing.”

“Uh, oh dear…. I’m sorry! I must have left my cards in my other jacket.” Matthew patted his pockets unconvincingly as Rowan gave him a confused look, and Marek silently fumed. “I’m just going to...” He indicated vaguely towards the drinks table, then ducked past an approaching waiter into a group of other attendees. A glance back revealed Marek visibly glowering before he was lost in the crowd.

The interaction had shaken Matthew more than expected. Without thinking, he found his legs carrying him away from the other guests, down the patio steps to the gravel path below. It wasn’t much quieter here, but the smell of summer flowers began to calm his nerves. Roses. Matthew’s sigh of relief caught in his throat.

He was inside. He just needed to hold it together until he got to Alex. 

Music carried to him from a roped-off area to his right, where a second marquee rose in the background. That close to the palace’s east wing… Matthew realised this restricted area must be for Ardveld’s leaders and officials. Blood rushed in his ears as he scanned the distant attendees for Morgan, but if the man was among them, he wasn’t visible.

It was open here. Too open for Matthew to be shielded from view, no matter how many flowerbeds he tried to put between himself and that marquee. Before he realised it, he’d left the patio completely, music and voices fading, replaced by birdsong and the inescapable trickling of a fountain. 

A cold chill dripped through Matthew’s body. He didn’t want to turn to look at the spot where his instincts had pulled him. In the nightmares, he could never look away. Now, even in the glaring light of day, he was certain that the scene behind him would be just as he’d left it all those years ago.

It was evening, then. Magelights glowing in the grounds. The smell of flowers mixing with the scents that wafted tantalisingly from the palace kitchens. 

Xander had snuck them a fresh loaf and so many cheeses that Matthew had been sure the servers would notice the absence. But hopefully enough wine would have flowed by the end of the meal that the Velbian diplomats wouldn’t care.

He’d skipped enough formal dinners to know his father would give him a strong scolding that evening. Apparently, it was an insult to their guests for the Crown Prince to not deem them worthy of his company, though Matthew could never see why. It wasn’t as if any of them had ever spoken more than a few platitudes to him. 

No. He’d much rather be watching Xander throw bread to the fish in the pond, than pretending he cared about his royal duty.

Of course, he should have predicted that Oliver would be sent to bring them in. Despite only being a Potential, the nineteen-year-old shadow of his father’s Tactician was more of a stickler for the rules than any of the actual Royal Champions. In contrast, Xander, for all his good breeding, spent enough time in the kitchens that you could be forgiven for assuming he was a baker’s boy rather than a potential Champion himself. This was something they both enjoyed using to torment Oliver and his delicate principles. 

The initial shots from the palace were a foreign enough sound that Matthew first thought of fireworks. It wasn’t until Oliver collapsed, barely missing the pond, that they thought anything could be wrong. 

He’d been cradling Oliver in his arms when he watched the same thing happen to Xander. He’d never seen an Awakening before. Had no idea then what it meant. If he’d realised... 

The man in the Velbian uniform who emerged around the boxed hedgerow seemed at first as though he was there to help them. Oliver’s shouted warning came too late. Unconscious, with no magic to protect him, the bullet faced no resistance. Matthew could only sit, frozen, as Xander’s blood clouded the crystal water of the pond, ears ringing from the crack of the gun. 

It was thanks to Oliver that he hadn’t faced the same fate. The older boy’s shield, strengthened with the magic of a fully Awakened Champion, encircled them both and the shot meant for Matthew ricocheted uselessly into the bushes. 

He’d known he had to move, could hear Oliver begging him to get up, but he couldn’t tear his eyes from his fallen friend. 

When he asked later what had happened to the guard, Oliver had been evasive. For his part, Matthew only remembered the flare of magic from beside him — the blast that fired the Velbian back beyond the hedge. Oliver hadn’t wanted to speculate on the man’s survival. When he’d finally dragged Matthew to his feet, they hadn’t looked back.

“Hey!” 

Matthew looked up with a start. A server was coming towards him — for a second, he felt the urge to flee, but then he recognised Roy’s red hair. 

“What are you doing all the way out here?” Roy hissed. “Took me ages to find you.” 

Looking closer, Matthew saw that Roy appeared to have simply shrugged on a waiter’s jacket over his usual clothes — as a whole, his outfit didn’t quite match.

“Sorry.” Matthew shook his head rapidly to rid himself of the memories. Out of the corner of his eye, he was relieved to see clear water, disturbed only by the ripples of the fountain. “You’re right. Let’s go.”

Roy didn’t press for an explanation. Instead, he held a hand out to stop Matthew from walking back up the path. “About that. We might have a problem.”

“What do you mean, ‘a problem’?”

“It’s Marek. I saw him slip a note to one of the guards. I can’t guarantee it, but I’m willing to bet it’s about you. Let’s get this done quickly and get out while we can.”

Matthew swore viciously. His first thought was to confront Marek, but if Roy was correct, then it wouldn’t do much good now. “Okay, fine. Oliver’s plan was that we go in through the secondary kitchen. I don’t see why that should change.” Without waiting on a response, Matthew led the way towards the palace. 

Due to the party, the smaller kitchen in the west wing would be in full use — a fact Roy had confirmed once he’d swapped onto the delivery shift. The west wing once contained the rooms of the Champion Potentials, then had become an academy for mages under Morgan’s rule, until recent years saw them shift to administrative use. As Head of Magical Affairs, that was where the woman’s office would be, and with it, their best chance of finding Alex.

“If we stick close together, it’ll just look like I’m helping a guest,” Roy said, jogging up beside him. “You’ll have to slow down a bit though, mate, or people are going to think something’s up. Walk like you belong, remember?”

Matthew inhaled deeply and slowed his pace. Roy was right; he’d be no use to Alex if he got caught. 

As they drew closer to the entrance, glamorous guests were replaced by a stream of servers filing in and out. None of them looked their way as Roy and Matthew slipped in amongst a group entering the kitchen.

Inside was a storm of noise and organised chaos. Even sticking to the edge of the room, Matthew scarcely escaped a plate of canapes being tipped all over him. The rushing server sent a sharp word his way without looking back. Then, they were at the rear door and fell through it into a mercifully empty cloakroom.

Roy audibly exhaled in relief beside him and Matthew watched, bewildered, as he casually popped a canape into his mouth. “That went well, I reckon.”

This room was half as wide as the kitchen. Bags and clothes were piled and hung in every available space. Only the doors remained clear; there were two, other than the door they had entered through. Matthew knew that one led to the main corridor of the west wing, the other to the staff entrance hall.

He crossed the room and extended his magic sense to the area beyond the second door. As expected, he couldn’t reach far through the walls, but it was enough to detect the energy of at least one mage.

“A guard that way. At least one.” Matthew moved to the other door.

“They were checking IDs when I came in,” Roy replied. “You can feel them through a wall?” 

The disbelief in Roy’s voice was obvious, but Matthew ignored it, occupied instead with the locking spell on the door to the corridor. “You think you can get this open?” 

It was solidly complex, though not the kind of lock he remembered from his childhood.

“Yeah, easy.” Roy walked up beside him and put a hand on the door. “Just give me a sec.”

A tingle of magic emanated from Roy as he worked. Matthew stood in silence, shifting from foot to foot and listening for any change in their surroundings. Roy had sounded confident enough, and he didn’t want to draw attention by blasting away a spell he didn’t have to.

After far more than a second, Matthew felt the rush of dispersed magic and Roy stepped away from the door, grinning. “Told you!” 

“Not bad.” Matthew had to admit he was impressed.

The corridor they walked into hadn’t changed since his childhood. Chipped panelling and faded blue carpet showed a lack of upkeep in stark contrast to the palace’s main entrance; the stale scent was so familiar that he half expected to hear voices he knew, echoing from the empty rooms on either side.

He remembered some of the layout. The first door to his left had once led to a dining room, and a little library that paled in comparison to the grand one in the east wing. Now, though... 

As they walked further, Matthew felt a strong passive spell emanating from a room ahead. The plaque beside the door answered his unasked question: Head of Magic Affairs. It was locked.

“Do we go in?” 

Roy had voiced Matthew’s own thought. He couldn’t detect anyone in the room, but his regular magic sense could be clouded by the radiating energy of the door spell. Closing his eyes, he instinctively reached for the natural magic from the ground instead, just as he had done when he was young. Immediately he was met with the distortion caused by several bodies of energy; some from the floor above, but two approaching rapidly from the stairwell ahead.

“Someone’s coming.” Before Roy could protest, Matthew grabbed him and dragged him through the nearest unspelled door.

They found themselves in what must be a disused classroom. Chairs sat upturned on desks, and heavy curtains blocked the light that would have streamed in from the palace courtyard. To his credit, Roy stayed silent beside him. Soon, footsteps confirmed what Matthew’s senses had already told him: two mages were heading down the corridor towards the room they were hiding in.

They stopped, too close, and Matthew cursed his luck. 

“Door looks secure,” a voice said on the other side. They must be checking the office.

“Doubt he would have bothered with it anyway,” came the reply. “If he came through the kitchen, he’ll have likely headed straight to the palace proper. Nothing to steal around here.” 

Matthew heard Roy swear under his breath, but was too distracted by the spell he was forming to acknowledge it. Hopefully the guards wouldn’t be able to sense them through the door, but if they did, he would be ready to fight.

“I’ll head over and make sure the guys at the entrance know no one’s allowed through. You tell the kitchen to keep an eye out. I’m sure they’ll be very pleased.” 

The footsteps started up again and Matthew exhaled, letting his spell disperse. “Shit,” he hissed. “Looks like we aren’t walking out the front door, then.” 

“Look, we knew Marek had said something.” Roy folded his arms. “At least now we have some idea what’s going on. It’s not ideal, but they’re looking for one person inside the main palace. That means we can pick up your kid and his friend and hang out ‘til we can leave.”

Matthew shook his head. “I felt some people on the floor above. It could be them, but if they’re under guard then we won’t be able to wait around. Someone’s going to realise and come hunting, plus Felix Marek will have given them my description.” He tugged a hand through his hair. “I’ll fight my way out of the staff entrance if I have to, but with Alex…” Matthew trailed off. The thought of his son in a battle turned his stomach.

“Sounds like it’s Plan B then?” Roy’s reply caused Matthew to look up in surprise, but the man just shrugged. “I heard you and Oliver talking. What is it, and why is it so dangerous?”

Plan B. He’d had the same thought himself, around the time he’d realised why he could feel the guards and the people upstairs; his old life was forcing itself into his present. Just being here was enough that he’d automatically reached into the ground magic to extend his range. As a child, he’d never even separated it from his own magic sense. 

“Plan B means going deeper into the palace.” Matthew heaved a breath. “There’s another way out. Through the throne room. But getting there now won’t be easy.” He turned to the door. “Let’s find Alex first. We’ll decide what to do after that.” 

Roy got there before Matthew could pull the handle. Palm against the door, he held it shut. “They’re only looking for one person. How about I give them someone to find?” 

Matthew’s grip on the handle softened. “You’re going to cause a distraction?”

“I don’t intend to get myself caught. Once they see me, I’m bailing. But if they’re after me, it should give you guys a clear run to your exit.” He moved away from the door and extended a hand to Matthew. “Keep calm. Act like any other guest and with luck, we won’t have to deal with each other again. Just pray you don’t need any more doors unlocking on your way.” 

“You won’t be able to get out. Not alone.”

“I’ll take my chances. This is what I do.”

Matthew narrowed his eyes. “Didn’t you get shot at last time?”

“Out of practice.” Roy didn’t lower his hand. “Won’t happen again. Besides, it’ll be much easier to hide out by myself until this blows over.”

Matthew hesitated, then grasped Roy’s hand in his own. “Okay, but listen…” He paused for a moment, not sure how much he should say. “If you’re looking to create a disturbance, head through the last door on the left and up a floor. You’ll end up in the state rooms; any of those doors should be alarmed. After that, if you need to get out quick, get to the library. The upper floor has a small window at the back on the left side. It’s a short drop out to the main kitchen roof, then from there you can get down to the gardens. It’s still in the grounds, but you’ll at least be out of the building.”

“That is... very specific,” Roy said, raising an eyebrow. “Do I ever get to find out how you know all this?” 

Matthew inclined his head. “As you said. Hopefully we won’t have to see each other again.
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THE AIR-COOLING SPELLS inside the marquee had dropped the temperature to an unpleasantly low level, and the cold was doing little to ease the churning in Tamara’s stomach. A champagne flute clutched close to her chest, she paced past the table that ran down the side of the tent, pretending to be fascinated by the floral tributes and other gifts displayed there. 

A band was playing outside and Tamara swayed as she walked, the rhythmic motion soothing and easily explained away. Through the open doors of the marquee, she could almost glimpse the window where Alex was being kept and, once again, she debated whether to head outside, braving the noise and conversation to look for Morgan. But all the people milling at the entrance… She would have to push through or interact with them, and neither option was appealing.

Even if she found Morgan, what would she say? After last night, bringing up theories of Prince Matthew’s survival, no matter how compelling the evidence, could be seen as making light of their conversation. Additionally, as much as she felt a growing sense of care towards Morgan, Tamara had to admit that she barely knew him. What she did know wasn’t enough to predict his response. He was still the High Minister of Ardveld, and though she didn’t want to think badly of him, the risk he posed to Alex’s safety was significant.

A passing server held out a tray of decorative pastries, moving on when Tamara shook her head. Maybe she should force an exit through the back? She could get away from the party, let Alex and Eira go, and forget all about this. She’d come up with something to tell Aiden—

“I thought I might find you in here.”

Champagne splashed in her glass as Tamara spun around. Morgan had stopped a pace away from her, resplendent in his official outfit: a high-collared white jacket with shimmering gold detailing on the buttons and shoulders. There was no trace of last night’s vulnerability, and Tamara hoped her reaction to his presence hadn’t made her look guilty. 

“I apologise. I didn’t intend to startle you.” Something akin to sorrow crossed Morgan’s face, and she felt a sudden need to assure him that his approach wasn’t unwelcome. 

“Sorry! Don’t worry, I was just deep in thought. How are you feeling today?”

“Ah. Yes, of course. I am much better. Thank you.” 

Morgan’s awkward reply belied his composed demeanour, and immediately Tamara regretted her words. Of course he wouldn’t want her to mention their last conversation. 

“In fact, that is what I came over to discuss. I wanted to express my regret at bringing personal matters into our professional relationship. I hope that you will see fit to forgive my mistake...?”

Tamara forced herself to look up at Morgan, directing her gaze at the point between his eyes to relieve the intensity. “Oh. Of course. That’s perfectly fine.” She spoke lightly, but her smile felt painfully stiff. It hurt. The sense of closeness shattered as she was pushed away. At least she hadn’t been foolish enough to confide in him about Alex.

Behind Morgan, a colourful display of people streamed into the marquee and Tamara thought she heard him groan as the group approached. For her, it was the perfect opportunity to slip away unnoticed. Ducking towards the tent entrance, Tamara skirted past the crowd. 

Sadly, her freedom wasn’t to last. Before she had taken more than two steps, her path was once again blocked. Entering the tent, with two of his personal guards, was Aiden. Tamara froze and, for a brief moment, hoped he might not see her, but she had left the crowds behind with Morgan and there was nothing to block his line of sight.

Aiden strode towards her, face lit up with that smile. He too was dressed in the Heliodor colours, though in a civilian style morning suit rather than the military look of Morgan’s outfit.

It had been less than a day since she’d taken his book. Nowhere near enough time for her to get in touch with the Golebach police. With the party today, the excuse was almost true. 

Tamara raised her hand in greeting. Perhaps it would be best to tell him the truth after all? Aiden was a researcher, not a killer. His excitement at the prospect of a Royal Family member being alive was surely proof that he meant them no harm. 

No. She dismissed the idea as soon as it came to her. Even she wasn’t oblivious enough to freely admit to having lied directly to the Prince of Vailberg. 

“How are you finding the party?” she said, when he was close enough to hear.

“Better now.” Aiden sidled closer, almost brushing against Tamara’s habitual shield. “I am excited to hear if you’ve made any progress after our little chat last night.” 

His words should have triggered her nerves, but Tamara was finding it hard to focus. Aiden’s guards stood beside him, close enough now that she recognised the logo of Sunstone Enterprises on their dark suits. Aiden’s company. From their energy, she could tell they were both mages. One shook their head at an approaching partygoer; it was not an unexpected action from a guard instructed to keep people at a distance, but still intimidating. Perhaps their presence was why she was so dizzy. 

As she struggled to form a response, Aiden followed her gaze and Tamara realised she had been staring. 

“Go and wait outside,” Aiden directed his mages, and her brewing nausea settled as they left. “They’re distracting, I know,” he said, turning back to her. “But when you’re me, protocol insists. No need for them now, though; I doubt even my mother could find me a better guard than Ardveld’s Head of Magical Affairs!” 

“Oh.” Tamara wasn’t sure what expression to make as she processed his comment. “Well, I suppose I am strong enough…” She trailed off as she saw Aiden’s grin fade. He’d been making a joke. 

A sip from her champagne flute might have disguised Tamara’s embarrassment, but her encounter with Morgan had left it almost empty. Instead she stepped backwards, stumbling straight into the person behind her. 

“I do hope I’m not making a habit of sneaking up on you.” Morgan’s voice came from above her head, and Tamara sprung away, turning to bring both Heliodors in view. 

“Excuse the interruption,” Morgan said. “However, I’m sure you won’t object to me inviting my advisor to dance?” He extended an arm to Tamara, the request apparently directed her way.

Aiden leant back, smoothing down his coat. “My good nature clearly precedes me.” There was an edge to his voice, but his face remained neutral. “Go ahead. We’ll speak later.” With that, he spun on his heel and strode out of the tent.

Morgan and Tamara were left in silence. She hadn’t taken the outstretched arm and now wasn’t sure that she should.

“I’m not going to insist—” Morgan stopped as Tamara placed her hand on the fabric of his coat. “Thank you.” His voice had regained the ease of the previous night. “The press are always quick to comment that I am never seen with a dance partner. It would have been most embarrassing to have my first request rejected.” 

Her surprise must have been written on her face, because Morgan laughed. Then he took the empty glass from her hand and set it on the tray of a passing waiter, before escorting her outside.

The music grew louder as they left the tent, and Tamara clung tighter to the stiff material of Morgan’s sleeve as the crowd parted to let them through. Apart from brushing off any party attendees that approached, he said nothing as they walked. Now though, she saw heads turning towards them. 

“I was honest when I said I don’t dance.” Morgan broke the silence as they reached the floor that had been installed outside the marquee. “I hope an audience doesn’t bother you?”

It certainly did, and Tamara had a sudden, horrible rush of self-awareness. “I don’t— I mean, this probably isn’t a good idea, actually!” She released Morgan’s arm and pulled away, but he caught her hand gently, stopping her flight.

“Just follow my lead.” Morgan gave a small tug and Tamara reluctantly stepped closer. There were enough other people on the dance floor that she might not be conspicuous, though she noticed with dismay that the other couples were spreading out around them to make room. 

The hand Morgan placed on her waist made her jump in surprise, his touch warm over her thin summer dress, even through the shield she kept against her skin. She stumbled after him, grateful that the music was slow enough for his movements to guide her, despite her lack of rhythm.

“See? You could be worse,” Morgan said. When Tamara looked up, he was smiling.

“You’re completely fine!” she blurted out just as comprehension caught up with her. “You liar.” Despite her inexperience, she couldn’t fail to notice the confidence in his movements.

“We both know it wasn’t technically a lie.” His smile now held the hint of a tease. “I’m afraid the choice of learning was never mine to make.” 

Morgan must think her completely naïve. Still, her embarrassment was tempered by a flutter in her stomach as he leant his head down towards her.

“Tamara…” His breath on her ear sent a tingle down her spine and she instinctively moved to strengthen her shield, before realising she didn’t really want to. “I don’t know what business my nephew has with you, but you must trust me when I tell you to keep your distance from him.”

She opened her eyes wide, but Morgan spoke before she could question him. “I can’t tell you why; just allow me to impress upon you the importance of this. Please.” 

His blue eyes were imploring, but Tamara would never make a promise without knowing she could keep it. Distracted again, she missed her footing, and was only caught from falling over by Morgan’s hold. 

As he steadied her, she saw a palace guard approaching. The woman looked flustered, though she didn’t hurry. Instead, she wove politely through the guests and towards them. 

“Excuse me, High Minister, for the interruption.” The guard gave a short bow and Tamara felt a chill as Morgan released her.

He held up a hand. “Not here.” 

Guests stepped aside to let them pass and Tamara followed Morgan and the guard, only wondering if she should have stayed behind when they were far enough away to not be overheard.

“Please, continue,” Morgan said. To her relief, he made no move to dismiss her.

The guard glanced at Tamara but didn’t pause. “We have received a report of an intruder in the palace. We immediately dispatched guards to search the building and have placed restrictions on anyone entering or leaving.”

Morgan’s expression was severe. “Where did the report come from? Does it suggest there is a threat to the guests?”

“It was a guest who informed us, High Minister,” the guard continued. “The report was of a potential thief in the vicinity of the Academy. We do not believe there is a threat to any persons at this time but will continue to monitor the situation. Unless, of course, you have further orders.”

The Academy. This was Tamara’s first public Palace event; perhaps this kind of security incident was a common occurrence? The thought did nothing to soothe her rising panic.

“Very well,” Tamara heard Morgan say over her pounding heart. “Continue as you were and let me know if there are any developments.”

The guard bowed to him before departing. Morgan turned back to face her, but Tamara was already stuttering an apology. Before he could respond, she had left, pushing her way through the crowd of guests and back towards the palace.
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THICK CARPET MUFFLED the sound of Roy’s steps as he crept through the empty state rooms. Even the air smelt more expensive up here. Arched windows to his left provided a sweeping view of the party that continued in the gardens below, but there was little time to admire the scenery; he needed to find something alarmed, fast.

He stopped under a painting that would have spanned the length and height of his own bedroom, and noticed the red dot of a security camera blinking from the corner of the ceiling. Taking it out might well cause the disturbance he wanted, but as he was preparing the spell, he paused. 

What were the chances they’d notice one broken camera? But then again, destroying more than one would spread the guards looking for him over a wider area and limit his escape options, not to mention reducing the effectiveness of the distraction. Better to draw them to a single location and give Matthew the space he needed. 

He was still wearing the jacket he’d taken from the staff room; with any luck, it would keep the surveillance team off him until he wanted to do the opposite. 

Roy pressed on, casting out with his magic sense for something more dramatic. A multitude of passive spells answered his exploratory sensing, but none of them were alarms as Matthew had promised. Perhaps he wasn’t supposed to have gone up as far as the top floor? 

As if in answer, he found himself in a long, wood-panelled corridor. A wide staircase to his left curved down, out of sight. In the hall ahead, there was a vibrant magic signal that could only mean an advanced lock. Roy hurried forward, ignoring the distant sounds of movement and talking from the floors below.

The source of the magic was a door of carved, dark wood. Beside it, a pillar held a vase of freshly cut flowers and Roy plucked a white petal, rubbing it between his finger and thumb, as he assessed the passive spell. As expected, it was a strong lock, though not the type he’d practiced with his mother. Trying to enter without authorisation would cause the distraction he needed, though he couldn’t tell whether that would be an audible alarm from the door itself, or from somewhere else in the palace.

Eyes seeing only the magic, it took Roy a moment to notice the golden plaque beside the door: High Minister Morgan Heliodor.

He crushed the petal between his fingers, fear and rage fighting for dominance over his pounding heart. This is Morgan’s office. After years of questioning. Questions that had seen him break into Felix Marek’s house in the first place. Now, all that might stand between him and the answer to his mother’s death was a piece of wood. He was going in.

Decision made, Roy focussed his mind on his task. With his hand on the door, he searched for the subtle energy shift that would indicate the caster’s starting point — the place where they had most strongly focussed their intention. He bit his lip, realising he’d found more than he was searching for. 

A subtle, second spell lay under the first; a backup alarm that would alert if the main lock was deactivated. It would be easy enough for him to remove now he’d noticed it…

But Matthew needed a distraction.

Roy looked back at the door. There’d be another alarm further along. He just needed a bit of time to poke around, then he’d set off the next one. 

Even as he thought it, he knew he was kidding himself. Matthew didn’t have time to spare, and Roy doubted any of the information he was looking for would just be left out in the open. This room was exactly the kind of thing he’d been looking for. Their best chance.

Both the alarm and the lock spell shone bright in his mind. Then, with a momentary lament for his reputation, he sent a spur of energy directly into the lock’s weak point, bracing himself for the alarm that would follow. Never mind, ey? There’s always next year.

The moment he did so, his vision went black. He barely felt himself falling as a wave of dizziness and nausea rushed through his body.

As fast as it had come, the darkness receded. Roy sat up and rubbed the side of his head where it had struck the wall. What the hell was that? There had been no sign that the secondary alarm contained a defence mechanism, and it hadn’t been much of an effective attack anyway, unless you counted the head-bump. Even so, he’d hoped that causing a distraction would be less painful.

As the sore spot eased, he stood and opened the now unlocked door. Light from the corridor illuminated a large desk, but his eyes hadn’t adjusted enough to make out any more. From here, it looked just like an ordinary office. He lifted a foot to cross the threshold.

“Stop right there!”

The shout came from behind him and Roy froze. Part of him had still hoped he’d have time.

“Freeze! Don’t move!” The voice came again as Roy backed away from the door, and he thought he detected a squeak in it. 

A few paces towards the stairs, partially obscured by the pillar, stood a young guard. He held some sort of gun, the barrel of which was quivering but pointing straight at him. Great. Roy rolled his eyes and held his hands out the way he had seen in those Velbian movies.

“I’m not moving, see?” Roy said, working on generating a shield as he spoke. At least there was only one guard and, given the fact that Roy couldn’t sense him, he wasn’t a mage. That likely made him as young as he looked. “I’d appreciate it if you didn’t, you know, point that at me.” He wiggled a finger to indicate the weapon. “Apparently I really don’t deal well with being shot at, and I’d rather not go through it again.”

“Quiet! I have backup on the way.”

Roy didn’t like the way the guard jerked the gun as he talked. He could deflect a few bullets, sure, but this was a long corridor with a direct line of sight. Plus, he believed the guard about the backup.

A line of sight... There was no way back past the guard. Beyond Morgan’s office, the corridor turned a corner. Roy had no idea what was around there, but it looked like the only option.

“I said, don’t move!” the guard shouted again, more forcefully. 

Seemed like time was up. He had been getting bored anyway. Drawing on his magic, Roy wove the familiar spell for a magelight. With his intention focussed, he squeezed his eyes shut and directed the brightest glow he could muster directly into the young man’s face.

The resulting flash lit up Roy’s closed eyes in shades of red. A cry from the guard made him tense, but to his relief there was no accompanying gunshot. Still, it wouldn’t stall him for long. 

Dismissing the light, Roy blinked his scalded vision back into being. Then, with a gust of magic-directed air, he hurled the vase of white flowers towards the guard’s stomach with all his strength.

He’d only meant to wind the guy, but the vase shot across the room, taking the guard with it and slamming him hard against the wall. The plinth it had been standing on followed, and Roy scrambled to redirect its fall, sending it crashing down on top of the gun rather than onto the man’s prone body. For what felt like a lifetime, he didn’t move.

“…Mate? You okay?” 

Then he heard the guard groan. They would have a healer in the palace, Roy assured himself, as he turned to bolt down the corridor.

Matthew said he should look for the library, right? Pity he hadn’t stopped to specify where he would find it. 

He turned another corner and flew down another set of stairs. Halfway down, he almost collided with someone walking up them. 

Roy had seen Aiden Heliodor’s picture before, but it took a moment for his brain to match the sneering glare of the person he had just bumped into with the smiling man from the papers. He clattered to a stop and tried to breathe like he hadn’t been running.

The expression on Aiden’s face implied the encounter was mutually unwelcome. No guards accompanied him, which probably meant he wasn’t here to face down an intruder. With luck, he didn’t know there was an intruder in the palace at all.

“Your Majesty. It is an honour to be in your presence.” Roy swooped into as deep a bow as was possible on a set of stairs. From the corner of his eye he saw Aiden leaning away from him, arms folded across his chest. “I’m afraid I can’t let you go this way; there’s trouble up ahead.”

“You can’t let me?” Aiden repeated the words slowly, as though savouring the taste. “What kind of trouble?” The edge of his mouth twitched up as he said the words, and Roy got the distinct impression his time in this conversation was limited.

“An intruder. A dangerous one,” Roy replied in a rush. Aiden was shorter in person than he’d expected, but his presence made the space feel tiny. “I would advise you get to safety and avoid this area. The library, too. We’ve heard that could be a target.” There was no sound of anyone chasing him, but it took effort to keep his eyes fixed ahead. 

“That is most interesting, considering I was just there.”

“Well, it’s lucky you aren’t there anymore then! I’m sure guards will be here to deal with the issue soon. If you would let me escort—”

“No. I think not.” Aiden narrowed his eyes and Roy saw him reach inside his jacket.

“They’re a powerful mage!” Roy blurted out, not wanting to face down another gun. “They’ve broken into Morgan’s office. I really must insist—”

“Morgan’s office?” The ice in Aiden’s tone thawed to surprise, and he lowered his arm a fraction.

“Yes, but as I said, guards will be here soon and—”

“In that case, I must thank you for your concern for my welfare.” Aiden’s face took on a charming television smile, and Roy let out a breath as the arm reaching for a weapon fell back to his side. “I will, of course, head directly to safety. But in the meantime, may I suggest you check the library? It is a potential target, after all.” 

Roy wasn’t quite sure why, but it seemed that Aiden was going to let him go. Not a moment too soon either; he could hear voices growing louder from the corridor above him. 

“Do hurry along. We wouldn’t want any guests left unwarned, would we?” Aiden kept his eyes on Roy as they moved around one another. “Down the stairs. Double doors, on your left.” 

Unsteady with nerves, Roy stumbled the rest of the way down. Then, walking as fast as he dared, he followed Aiden’s directions. 

I cannot believe that worked.

The library was much cooler than the corridor. Dimly lit, the hardwood floor made his footsteps echo, the air thick with the smell of books. Tall windows on the far side reached as high as the second floor, a mezzanine which circled the room like a balcony. Shelves lined every other available space.

Roy darted to the staircase on his left, grateful to put some distance between himself and the door. The windows were stained glass and his approach confirmed his initial fears; none of them looked like they would open. 

How would Matthew have even known the details of this room? Oliver seemed more the type to have a floor plan, though it had never come up in conversation and Roy doubted it would be precise enough to show a window. 

Not now. Not after coming this far... 

He ran his hands around the bottom edge of the glass and even sensed for a spell, but there would be no way to exit that didn’t involve smashing.

Footsteps from the floor below reminded Roy that he was still in full view of the library doors. He slipped behind the nearest bookshelf, craning his neck to see who was there, but no one came into view. Again. Great. Now he was stuck here. He might even have to resort to reading something while he waited.

As he slouched back against the bookcase, Roy realised that the cramped space seemed lighter than it had any right to be. He looked to his right and was met with the sight of a small, square window. Small, but passable. It didn’t look like anyone had opened it for years; the glass was too fogged with dirt to see through. Even unlatched, it didn’t budge when Roy tried to shift it, though whether this was due to age or human intervention he couldn’t tell. 

He cast a shield to dull the sound and pushed again with more force. This time, with a splintering of wood and paint, it cracked open, and Roy caught sight of the palace grounds beyond.

He was two floors up, at least. But just as Matthew had claimed, there was a flat roof sticking out from the side of the palace below him. It would be a drop just a little taller than his own height — nothing he hadn’t managed before, and at least this time he wasn’t falling down some scaffolding while deflecting bullets. 

Glad he hadn’t gone for his favourite double pizza order more often, Roy sucked in a breath and squeezed through the frame. Once through, he turned around and lowered himself down, dropping onto the roof below. With a nudge of magic, the window swung shut behind him. It would be one to remember if he ever felt like snooping around the palace again.

The breeze was cold on his face, grey sky threatening a summer storm. From here, Roy was hidden from both the garden party and the expansive drive at the palace’s front, but he didn’t feel ready to try escaping in either direction. He dusted his hands on his trousers. At least he was no longer inside. Perhaps he’d just—

“Not bad,” a voice interrupted. “I always wondered how Matthew got out.”
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ALEX POKED A twirl of cold pasta around with his fork. 

“You’re thinking about your dad again, aren’t you?” Eira’s voice from the other bed told him she had been watching, and he dumped the still-full bowl onto the desk with a clatter. 

“I’m not!” He glared out the window, not wanting her to see the lie on his face. “I’m just not going to eat food given to me by liars. They must be stupid to think anyone would believe the stuff they’re cooking up.”

With a sigh, Eira set her empty bowl beside his. “Alex, we’ve been through this…”

“I don’t know how you’re still eating!” His scowl deepened. “They’re probably going to come up with some wacko conspiracy about you, too!”

“Well, that’s exactly why I’m still eating. I don’t want to be too weak if I have to fight for my life.” Alex snorted as Eira smiled, rolled onto her feet and joined him beside the window. “I wish you would take this more seriously.”

“Exactly how am I not taking this seriously?” His jaw ached from where he’d been gritting his teeth. Even knowing he was being unfair to Eira, he couldn’t help the rage that had been brewing since his meeting with Tamara. “She’s trying to frame me as some kind of… I don’t even know! They can’t get away with this.”

“I thought you said the Palace could do whatever they wanted?” Eira was still smiling, but Alex saw she was hugging her arms close to her body.

Concern calmed his anger. “Are you doing alright?” She was caught up in this because of him, he remembered, and he felt a pang of guilt.

“Not really.” Eira’s reply was more honest than he’d anticipated. “Every time I hear the door, I expect someone to come for you again. Next time, you might not come back.”

Alex shook his head. “No-one’s going to come for me. The moment anyone looks into this, it’ll be obvious it’s not true. Mum and Dad will tell them— they’ll go to the papers. If the Palace try anything dodgy, they’ll look really bad.”

“What makes you think they care about how they look? If that woman made this up to cover her mistake, then we’ll just disappear. She obviously wanted you to confess.” Eira pulled further away from him, her expression severe.

“Well, I’m not going to confess to anything.” His words came out less confident that he’d hoped. “I can’t believe I trusted her.” 

Outside, the white marquees of the party shook in the growing wind. Last night, Tamara had been dressed like she’d just come from a fancy event. Was it all just an act? “I told her everything. I really thought she was going to help us.”

“What else could you do?” Eira came to sit beside him, resting her head against his shoulder. “I’m pretty sure lying would have made things worse.”

Alex’s stomach growled, and he thought back to what Eira had said about needing enough energy to fight. He was a pretty strong mage, for Couden Cross anyway, but turning his magic against someone? He wasn’t sure he could do it.

A light thud against the door made both of them jump. Alex leapt to his feet, though his legs were unsteady. Beside him, Eira’s magic flared as she cast a shield and he reached into his own power to do the same, scolding himself for not paying attention to the ground magic and the warning it would have provided. He sensed it now, though; the ripples caused by an approaching mage’s energy.

“That was nothing, right?” Eira broke the silence. 

Then, a blast of power forced the door open.

It took Alex a second to recognise the man standing on the other side. “Wha— Dad?” 

It was his father. At least it looked like him, though Alex couldn’t remember ever seeing him like this. There were heavy bags under his eyes, and the dark suit he wore emphasised the pallor of his skin. When he caught sight of Alex, his face flooded with relief and, before he had time to react, his dad had scooped him into a hug.

“You’re okay” Matthew croaked, and Alex had the uneasy impression that his dad might be crying. 

“Y— yeah, I’m fine.” Alex stiffened, fighting the urge to lean into the comfort of the hug, the smell of home assuring him that this really was his father who had somehow appeared. Instead he pulled back, trying to meet his dad’s gaze. “What are you doing here?”

“It doesn’t matter. We need to go, now.” It was a command and as Alex looked up, he was reminded that he hadn’t yet caught up with his father’s height. Matthew reached out, as if to grasp his hand, but Alex snatched it back.

“No.” He could feel Eira’s eyes on him. They should leave, at least for her sake. But a creeping suspicion was making its way to the front of his mind. “I need to know what’s going on.” 

“I’ll tell you later, I promise.” Matthew held out a hand again, eyes flicking to the door as though he wanted to bolt. “Now, Alex! Come on, we don’t have time for this!” There was a hint of anger in his raised voice, but Alex didn’t care.

“There is time!” Maybe his parents had just found out that he was being framed, or a Palace official had called them to come and get him. Any logical reason would do.

“Yeah, people who say they’ll tell you later normally never do,” Eira piped up from beside him, and Alex felt a rush of gratitude at her support.

Matthew sighed, running a hand through his dark hair in a familiar gesture of exasperation. “Please, Alex. Not here. I want to explain properly—”

“I know, Dad.” Alex cut off his father’s words. “I saw the picture. The one of you.” Curled pages and aging photographs shone clearly in his memory. “It’s actually true, isn’t it?” 

His father looked away. “I don’t know what you mean.” But Alex could see by the expression on his face that he was right.

“They told me you’re a prince, Dad! I thought they were lying, but... you’re here.” He hesitated. “Why?”

Pain twisted Matthew’s face. “I didn’t think... You know why I’m here, then. If they know who I am, then you’re in danger. We all are.” He reached out again, but Alex just stared at him.

“I should have heard it from you first.” 

A silence followed Alex’s words, the party outside still murmuring in the distance.

“You’re right.” Matthew finally nodded. “I’m sorry. I was trying to keep you safe.”

“Well, that didn’t exactly work out, did it?” Alex shrugged and gestured at the room. “Let’s go then.”

Their guard was slumped against the wall next to the door. “Is he...?” Eira wavered in the doorway.

“Just asleep,” Matthew confirmed. He reached his arms under those of the unconscious guard and hoisted him past her into the now-empty bedroom.

“But that’s— that’s so illegal.” Eira’s protest was weak, as if she’d caught up with her own words in the middle of saying them. 

Alex watched as Matthew returned and began to cast a lock to replace the one he had destroyed. With the door closed, the walls seemed close and cramped, but were not there for long before his father headed off down the corridor. It was the same direction Alex had gone in the day before with Tamara, and he hurried behind, Eira close at his side.

“I can’t believe he didn’t even change his name!” she whispered as they walked.

“I was never very good with names.” Matthew’s unexpected reply came clearly from ahead of them. “I finally got Oliver to stop nagging me about it when I pointed out that only an idiot wouldn’t change their name, and therefore no one would be looking for me under it.” He made an amused humming noise and Alex caught a brief smile on his dad’s face as he rushed to catch up.

“Wait, Uncle Oliver knows, too?” It hadn’t crossed Alex’s mind that his father had told anyone else about his past. Somehow, the idea stung.

“I should hope he does.” Matthew shrugged off the question but stopped as he saw Alex’s face. “Oliver’s my Tactician, Alex. A Royal Champion. My only Champion. He’s been there since the beginning.”

An image of Oliver rose in Alex’s mind. The staid accountant he’d never seen out of a suit. The books he’d given for every birthday. None of it reconciled with the stories from history, but perhaps it made sense; Oliver was the only person he had ever seen his dad get close to. Well, except... 

“And Mum?”

“She knows. As of two days ago.” 

The last part was barely audible, but Alex heard it. “You didn’t tell Mum?!”

“I wanted to leave it behind! I didn’t think it would matter.” There was hurt in his dad’s voice. “I was wrong.”

The staircase that led to Tamara’s office was empty and Matthew hurried on confidently. Alex reached out into the ground magic as they descended, not wanting to be caught unawares a second time, and was met with a signal from below just as he stumbled into his father’s back.

Eira caught him before he could tumble forward. Matthew had stopped a few steps up from the ground floor, his magic flaring and causing the air to shimmer with the shield he cast. Whoever Alex had felt, his father must have sensed them, too.

“Stay behind me,” Matthew began in a hushed voice. “Eira, hold on to him for me, will you?” 

“Oh, come on—” Alex shook himself free of Eira’s grasp, his anticipated protest over before it began. But his indignation at Eira’s betrayal was interrupted by a quiet voice from the bottom of the stairs.

“Hello?”

A familiar face peered up at him, and as their eyes met, Tamara stepped into full view.

The summer dress she wore told Alex that she must have come from the party outside, but she didn’t look surprised to see him. She made no attempt to move closer, instead eyeing Matthew with a wariness Alex hadn’t seen from her before.

“Don’t,” Tamara said. “You know I’m a mage. That won’t work.” Alex realised his father had been crafting a spell, and a jolt of panic shot through his heart.

“You don’t want to fight me.” Matthew’s words came out as a growl.

“You’re right. I don’t,” Tamara replied. “I know why you’re here.” Her eyes flicked to Alex before his father’s back obscured his view.

“Let me talk to her!” Alex stepped forward, eliciting a cry of protest from Eira. “Dad!” He tried to push his way down the stairs, but Matthew threw his arm out.

“It’s okay, Alex—” 

Tamara’s words were cut off by his father’s. “Don’t speak to him!” 

She fell silent, her brow creased.

“You’re the one who told him,” Matthew stated.

“I thought he already knew.” 

In front of his father, Tamara looked tiny, but there was no fear in her stance. She had told him the truth last night, and Alex felt a surprising amount of regret that he had reacted with anger. Even so, she worked directly for Morgan. Even if she let them go...

“No one else knows,” Tamara said. “I can help you get out, if you come with me.” She took a step backwards, inviting them to descend, but Matthew didn’t move.

“I can’t believe that,” he said. “You’re Velbian. I know who you work for. Why would you let us go?”

“I’m not Velbian,” Tamara shot back. “And I don’t want Alex and Eira to come to harm any more than you do. I didn’t realise who Alex was when I brought them here. Who you were.”

“I don’t care what you are, or what your intentions were. If you really want to help, you’ll stay out of our way.” Matthew’s shield still shimmered across the stairwell, but Tamara tilted her head.

“The palace is in lockdown. How are you planning on getting out without me?” 

A dread settled in Alex’s stomach at her words. He believed her. She hadn’t lied to him up to now, and if people really were looking for them, having help from the Head of Magical Affairs might be their only chance.

“That’s none of your concern. Just be grateful I’m going to let you live.” Matthew lowered his shield and descended the remaining stairs. “Now, get inside your office. That is your office, I presume?” He gestured towards the door that Alex remembered as being Tamara’s.

“No,” Tamara stood her ground. “I promised I would return them home safely. If that means protecting them from your stupidity—”

“Move. Now!”

At Matthew’s shout, Alex leapt the last two stairs and thrust himself between them. “Dad, leave her alone.”

Shock seemed to halt his father’s reply, his mouth hanging open as he stared at Alex. Then he moved as if to grasp him. “I told you to stay back.” 

Pulling on his magic, Alex’s own shield flared and Matthew’s attempt to drag him aside touched nothing but the invisible barrier between them. 

“I don’t even recognise you anymore. Is this who you really are?” There was a tremble in Alex’s limbs as he faced down his father. But the fury he feared seeing on his father’s face didn’t manifest. 

“I…”

The sound of a door opening sent a jolt through the stalemate, and the four of them froze as a pair of guards ran in from the main palace.

“Minister!” the older of the two called out, and Alex realised how odd their current situation must appear. “Do you require assistance?”

Eira rushed to Alex’s side as Matthew stepped in front of them again, but Tamara was faster. 

“I’m perfectly fine,” she smiled and Alex sensed her magical defences fade. Only one of the guards was a mage, but she clearly wanted to put them at ease. “Can I help you? Is everything well at the party?”

The taller guard, a young mage with honey-coloured hair poking out from under his guard’s cap, glanced nervously at his companion. “We have had a report of a suspicious individual inside the palace.” He was looking past Tamara now, straight at Matthew. “I’m afraid I will need to see some identification, sir.” 

None of them moved, but Alex felt his father tense. Then, Tamara spoke. “These are my personal guests. I don’t appreciate them being harassed outside my own office.” She stood up straight, with an authority Alex hadn’t witnessed during any of their previous conversations.

“Even so, we cannot make exceptions.” The second guard’s face was emotionless, showing none of his colleague’s fear. He took a step forward, but Tamara moved to block his path. 

“You can’t be intending to interrogate every guest at this party! As Head of Magical Affairs, I can assure you, these people have every right to be here.” She tossed her head, sending a cascade of dark curls over her shoulder. “If my authorisation is not enough, then I suggest you take the issue to the High Minister.”

“My apologies but—”

“I can’t imagine he would want to cause further distress to our guests, particularly when they have been prohibited from leaving the building. I expect the complaints have already started coming in.” 

The older guard hesitated at Tamara’s words, though Alex could see the mage was still staring in his direction with skittish suspicion. There was no way he or Eira looked like party guests.

“Your concerns are understandable,” the guard said, nodding and retreating as he inclined his head to Tamara and Matthew in turn. “I apologise, Minister, for the disturbance. Please be assured, we consider the safety of the guests our highest priority. For now, once you are finished here, I would suggest you all return outside until further notice.”

“Of course.” Alex was shocked to hear his father reply, but then the guards were gone, heading past them to the opposite end of the corridor.

As soon as the door closed behind them, Alex let out a sigh of relief. “Thank you.”

“I don’t know if I can get you out of the palace now,” Tamara said, and Alex saw her hands were shaking as she rubbed her fingers together. “That worked for the moment, but they will be stricter if you try to leave. Maybe if you all sit in my office and I—”

“We won’t be leaving via a usual exit.” Matthew’s reply was cool, but there was no anger left in his voice. “I need to get to the throne room… if it’s even called that anymore.”

“I’m not sure…” Tamara hesitated, looking as confused as Alex felt.

“I know the way.” Matthew’s assurance was a crushing reminder of why they were here. “Can you get us through?”

As though feeling Alex’s gaze, Tamara looked at him. For a moment, the uncertainty on her face was swept away, replaced by the same confidence she’d shown to the guards. 

“Yes, I will.”
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THE THRONE ROOM was on the ground floor of the east wing. They’d toyed with it as an option, Oliver never being the type to have only one plan, but Matthew hadn’t seriously thought he’d have to use it. A single line of text via the burner phone they’d set up was all the notice his Tactician would get: Plan B.

His father had shown him the passageway as soon as he was old enough to receive the knowledge with the severity it deserved. A way out, should they ever find themselves in danger or under siege. As far as Matthew knew, it had been there since the palace was built though had never had the chance to serve its purpose. With luck, that was now going to change.

Obstructing their path was the palace’s main entrance; the same tiled foyer Matthew had passed through to reach the garden party. There was no avoiding it without heading outside or to a higher floor and, as Matthew feared, the area was swarming with guards rushing up and down the twin staircases. 

They were relying on Tamara’s authority to get them through, and it was a pleasant surprise when barely anyone turned their way. Apparently, someone had attacked a guard and set off an alarm near the state rooms upstairs. Matthew sent silent thanks to Roy as they left the melee behind.

The halls were quiet after that. Every step they took brought with it memories from Matthew’s childhood, and he was oddly grateful for the tense silence in which they were making the trip. Alex was burning with unasked questions; Matthew knew his son well enough to know that, and he was sure he would feel the same were the roles reversed. But answers would have to wait. 

He reached out to his son as they walked. The hand he grasped matched the size of his own, no longer the small hand of the boy Alex had once been. Alex allowed the squeeze but pulled away quickly. Still upset with me, then.

As for Eira, he still wasn’t sure what they were going to do with her once they got out. Oliver’s plan to send her home had been scuppered by the knowledge she now held.

A pair of familiar double doors blocked the end of the wide corridor. 

“This is it,” Matthew said. He slowed his pace as they approached, reaching out with both his own magic sense and through the natural magic that flowed from the ground beneath his feet. The room beyond seemed empty.

Ahead of him, Tamara placed a hand on the door. It clicked open and Matthew realised she must have high-level access to all areas of the palace. 

“That’s a relief,” Tamara breathed, turning back to them with a smile. “I’ve never been here before, so wasn’t sure I’d be able to get in.”

He still wasn’t entirely confident in trusting her, but Alex seemed to, and she’d got them this far.

“Tamara…” Matthew shifted his feet. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have threatened you—”

“Don’t worry about it.” Tamara brushed off his attempted apology with a shake of her head. “I’ve heard worse. Besides, I understand why you did it.” The genuine warmth in her words only enhanced his shame.

“So… is anyone going to finally explain how we can get out this way?” The question came from Eira, and they all turned to Matthew for a response. 

“Come in and I’ll show you.” He nudged the door open just enough to see inside. It was as vacant as he had hoped. With a sigh of relief, he ushered Alex and Eira through. “You may as well come too,” he said, seeing Tamara’s hesitation.

She smiled and ducked around him into the room. “Thank you.”

Matthew let the door swing shut, then turned to scan what was once the throne room.

The carpet that originally ran the length of the long room was now gone, as was the throne that had sat on the raised dais in front of them. Despite their absence, the room was impressive. Six pillars of white stone ran down each side, polished to a shine that matched that of the blue and silver tiled floor. Dark wood panels lined each wall, interspersed with fabric hangings that gave off a faint, stale smell he couldn’t believe he had forgotten. Crowning it all was a giant mural painted on the wall behind the dais. Silver stars, depicted by dots and circles, shone against a navy backdrop like constellations in the night sky.

He watched the others looking around, taking in the rare sight with wide-eyed fascination. Matthew felt a touch of disappointment that he couldn’t show Alex how this hall had once looked, with the paintings of his ancestors that had hung here.

Their footsteps echoed as Matthew led the group to the far wall. Picking out the largest star, just as his own father had shown him, he mentally drew a line down. 

“Alex, come over here.” Matthew looked back to where his son was watching him and beckoned him up onto the dais. “Touch the wall there.” He guided Alex’s hand until his palm was pressing flat against the painted surface. 

His father had only shown him this once, and Matthew held his breath as he waited. Then, with a soft glow, a series of symbols lit up in an arch above Alex’s fingers. As they did, Alex snatched his hand away, retreating as a panel of wall the size of a door swung silently out into the room, as though on an invisible hinge.

“Well, that proves it, doesn’t it?” Matthew chuckled as Alex stared at his own hand.

“Wha— How?” A draft from the doorway ruffled his son’s hair, and Matthew gestured to the cold passageway that lay beyond. 

“It’s an escape route,” he explained. “I don’t know who made it — I don’t think anyone does, but the doorway only responds to members of the Royal Family.”

“Where does it go?” Eira had scooted closer to peer around Alex into the passageway. “It’s not dark.”

She was right. A soft glow lit the tunnel, coming from small magelights in the roof and floor. Only, they weren’t magelights. As Matthew looked closer, he saw they were symbols, just like the ones that lit up on the door.

“You don’t have to say where it goes in front of me,” Tamara said up from behind him, obviously interpreting his silence as reluctance to answer Eira’s question. “I should probably say goodbye.” 

Turning away from the passage, Matthew followed Tamara down from the dais, leaving Alex and Eira inside the tunnel entrance.

“Thank—” 

A creak caused them both to whip around.

“Tamara?” The man who entered was a dazzling image of gold and white uniform, with mahogany hair framing a face Matthew wished he could forget. Cold eyes met his own and his body turned to ice. The rest of the room dulled to grey as he stood, transfixed by the dawning recognition on Morgan Heliodor’s face. 

“Alex! Go! Now!” Matthew’s voice cracked as he shouted. White noise rushed in his ears, and he backed up against the dais. He had to move, conjure a shield, anything, but his brain couldn’t grasp the thought long enough to enact it. 

Morgan’s shock morphed into a scowl, and it took a second before Matthew realised the man was no longer looking at him.

“I see.” The simple statement was as frosty as Morgan’s gaze, and from the corner of his eye, Matthew saw Tamara flinch.

“Wait! Please! This isn’t— He’s not—” She began to stutter and explanation, but Matthew stopped listening as he heard his son’s voice from behind him.

“Dad...” 

The word brought the world back in a rush of colour. Matthew wrenched on his magic, throwing it into a shield wide enough to cover them all. Alex and Eira were huddled, wide eyed, by the tunnel entrance. “Alex! Take Eira and go! Oliver will meet you at the end!” He prayed his friend had made it to their rendezvous point. 

Tamara backed into Matthew, then. Her silence told him she had given up on any justification. Morgan now held a handgun, though it was thankfully pointed down at his side.

“I’m not going without you!” Alex’s voice came again, but Matthew was focused instead on the weapon and the man who held it. 

“Tamara, I need you to get them out.” Matthew kept his voice low, though Morgan was close enough that it wouldn’t matter.

“No! I can’t—”

“They’re here because of you. You told me you wanted to protect them - if you actually meant that, you’ll do this.” He was counting on her guilt, and there was no time to soften his words.

Leaving now would mean an active pursuit, and he couldn’t trust Tamara to fight Morgan for him. Alex’s best chance was with her. Fleeing the palace, while Matthew stayed behind.

To his relief, he saw Tamara nod. With a swish of her dress, she left his side and Matthew heard the clatter as she rushed towards the passageway. A cry of protest came from Alex, but Morgan and Matthew’s attentions were once more fixed on one another.

“I’ve wondered every day when you would come back for revenge.” The High Minister’s voice sounded calm. Then, he swung the gun upwards; and Matthew swallowed as it pointed at his chest. “Get on with it, then. Let’s see what time has made of you.”

“I didn’t come here for revenge.” The words spilled from his mouth unbidden. It made sense that Morgan assumed he was here to kill him. Perhaps it would have been better to let him continue to believe it. 

Behind him, magic flared, followed by shouts of objection. “I am not going! Get out of my way! Dad—” The passageway closed, cutting off his son’s cry, and Matthew found a strange calm descend upon him. Alex is out. He’s safe. 

The lines of Morgan’s brow were furrowed. He’d aged. It should have been obvious; Matthew had seen him enough times in pictures, but the living, breathing figure in front of him confirmed it. Morgan was just a man. Not even a mage. A man with a gun that would provide no defence from what Matthew could do. A man who faced him, knowing he was facing his own death.

“You… knew I was alive?” Matthew finally processed Morgan’s words. If he’d known, why hadn’t he sent people after him? 

“Why did you come here?” Morgan’s gaze flicked past Matthew towards the sealed passage. “Those two? They’re yours?” 

Matthew lowered his hands from where he’d been holding them, half raised, as though the physical defence would somehow reinforce the magic of his shield. Alex had called out for him enough within Morgan’s earshot that the man must have worked it out. “We just want to be left alone.”

Morgan tilted his head. “And Tamara?” He seemed to hesitate as he asked.

“I just met her an hour ago.”

The words seemed to have a soothing effect, as Morgan’s expression relaxed a little. Slowly, he lowered his arm and Matthew followed the movement, fixated on the weapon that no longer threatened him. 

“What now?” Matthew’s question echoed around the hall.

“Can you leave through there?” Morgan nodded towards the hidden passageway.

“I can.” Matthew’s heartbeat had calmed, but his hands were still shaking. He clenched his fists to hide the movement.

In a smooth motion, Morgan returned the gun to the folds of his coat. “Go, then.”

Matthew didn’t move. Go... Could he really do that? It would be easy for Morgan to send people after him if he left alive. This could all be a bluff. But then, in all these years, he’d never come for Matthew. The man had slaughtered his family, taken his birthright. To walk away and leave Morgan unchallenged… To begin a normal life. He would be turning his back on his entire heritage. But hadn’t he done that already? He knew for sure now that he didn’t want revenge…

A bolt of energy splintered Matthew’s thoughts. Magic, wild and nauseating, collided with his shield from somewhere out of sight. For a second, the shield held. Then it shattered.

“No!” 

Morgan’s cry came from above him and Matthew realised he’d sunk to his knees, weakened by the attack. He’d felt this strange exhaustion before. In the alleyway outside the tearoom. But this time there was no-one to pull him up again.

“So, I follow a trail of intruders, and this is what I find.” A silky voice Matthew didn’t recognise came from above, and he forced his head up, begging his eyes to focus. A man was leaning against the pillar in front of him, slickly handsome with dark red hair and familiar features.

“Aiden. Leave. This does not concern you.” Morgan sounded like he was speaking through clenched teeth. 

Aiden. The Arch Canlaw’s son. With a heaving breath, Matthew felt some of his strength return, and he pushed himself unsteadily to his feet. He could see it now — the glowing wand in Aiden’s hand, though it seemed brighter than either of the two he had encountered before. Stronger.

“I think you’ll find it does concern me, Uncle. Unless you would prefer my mother hear about this? To learn that you must have known, all this time?” Aiden turned towards him then, the delight obvious on his face. “It is an honour to meet you at last, Prince Matthew.”

“He is not yours to take!” Anger gave Morgan’s voice a threatening edge. He stepped between them as Matthew stumbled backwards. “I will not allow—”

“I will not allow you to take this from me!” Aiden screeched in return. The now-familiar nauseating energy emanated from the wand as he pointed it at Morgan. “This might not kill him, but you — well, I would hate to be forced to find out what it would do.”

Instinct pulled Matthew towards the passageway, but he knew he couldn’t lead Aiden in there. Matthew’s only hope was that he hadn’t seen Alex and the others leave.

Aiden’s eyes were sparkling as he pushed past Morgan. “I knew from the moment I heard about the land moving, that someone had lived.” 

Raw magic bled from the wand and Matthew knew it would be useless to cast another shield. 

“I’ve always dreamed of working with you, Prince Matthew. It’s pleasing to see you’re already familiar with my invention.” 

Matthew’s stomach turned, though this time it wasn’t due to the weapon. “You? You made them?”

“Of course I did. Quite genius, aren’t they” Aiden flicked the tip of the wand up, and Matthew flinched as it pointed towards him. “They’re still in development, but I have a fair idea of who has been leaking my prototypes into circulation.” He hummed at the thought, tilting his head and fixing Matthew with a predatory stare. “I do hope you will forgive the mistreatment.”

Matthew threw himself to the side as a blast of energy shot from the wand. Pain jolted through his wrist as he landed, but he ignored it, rolling back to his feet as he looked for something to put between himself and Aiden. His eyes landed on a stone pillar, and he sprinted. 

A second blast from the wand sent a wave of dizziness through his head as it grazed him. Shards of chipped stone pelted his unshielded skin, drawing blood. But the pillar he’d darted behind held strong. He leant against the cool surface, heart racing.

“Don’t make this harder than it needs to be,” Aiden’s voice drawled from across the room. “Believe me when I say it breaks my heart to have to do this to a peer.” 

“Aiden, stop this!” Morgan’s shout received no response, and Matthew could hear Aiden’s footsteps echoing as he approached. 

“You really think hiding will help?” Aiden laughed. “I suppose running away has always worked for you before.” 

There was no way to fight the wand, not directly. Perhaps if he got it out of Aiden’s hands? Destroyed it? Aiden had no magic of his own, Matthew remembered. 

He hissed a curse and bolted down the line of pillars, trying to maintain his distance from the weapon. It was impossible to think with that energy assaulting his senses - not that he’d ever been the best at formulating plans, anyway. Oliver would have an idea. He felt a pang of regret until he thought of Alex. No. Oliver was where he needed to be right now.

Lungs burning with every heaving breath, Matthew forced his will into the shape of a spell. Heat. Fire. If that wand was like the one Roy had found, then it was made of wood. Matthew closed his eyes to steady himself. Then he stepped into the open.

The hunger that crossed Aiden’s face at the sight of him made Matthew want to shrink back in disgust. He fought the urge, instead eyeing the raised wand and using his line of sight to direct the spell he had prepared.

He released it just as Aiden’s attack landed. 

Acid seared the back of Matthew’s throat as the undirected magic grounded through his body. He collapsed, striking the ground hard.

But his own spell had also struck true.

Through blurry eyes, he saw Aiden’s expression falter as the wand in his hand began to smoke. He dropped it with a cry, clutching his hand to his chest, his handsome features warped in rage. 

Matthew followed the wand’s path. It bounced towards him. Once, twice, shedding burning fragments with every collision. Then, with a blinding white glow, it cracked.

The energy held in the fragile form burst out as the wand disintegrated. A wave of wild magic crashed through his senses, dragging his consciousness with it, and all was lost to darkness.
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ALEX’S YOUTH, AND therefore his relative inexperience, had given Tamara the opportunity she needed. She drew on her magic, weaving it into a spell to reduce the friction on the floor around the tunnel entrance. A flare of energy told her Alex had thrown up a defence, but that shouldn’t be a problem; instinct meant most mages generated shields to block physical attacks, but not air movement, unless the caster intended to suffocate themselves. 

It took only a moment to force a gust of wind. The slick floor did the rest. 

Eira cried out as Alex tumbled backwards into the passageway. 

“Go!” Tamara barked the order at the girl, distracted by the spells she was commanding. Eira nodded shakily and darted after Alex, slipping a little on the floor, and Tamara dismissed the magic before following. 

Inside, Alex was scrambling to his feet, his face a picture of rage as Tamara blocked the entranceway. 

“I am not going! Get out of my way! Dad!” 

Tamara ignored him, instead scanning the door for a way to close it. A stone handle was carved into the back, and she grabbed it, catching a final glimpse of Matthew and Morgan before tugging the door closed.

In a second, Alex was beside her. “Let me through!” He shoved against her in an attempt to reach the handle, the unexpected touch screaming through Tamara’s senses and eating into the tenuous reserve of control she had left. 

“Get away from the door!” 

She shoved him back, far harder than she had intended. To her relief Alex didn’t fall, but he stumbled away, a new apprehension in his eyes. 

“Sorry! I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have done that,” Tamara leant against the cold stone and took a heavy breath. “I told your dad I would get you both to safety—”

“But that’s Morgan in there!” Eira shouted. “He’ll kill him!”

“He won’t!” Tamara hoped it was true. “Matthew’s too strong for that, and Morgan—”

“Morgan did it before! They were all mages!” Eira interrupted, and behind her, Tamara saw that Alex’s face had fallen.

“I know what happened... in the past.” The ‘how’ was still a mystery, but Tamara didn’t think speculating on the fate of Alex’s ancestors would be helpful at this point. “And I know you’re worried, but the only thing your dad cares about right now is that you’re safe. If it helps, I’ll stay with you part of the way and then come back for him. I can’t do that though unless we go now.” 

Alex looked at her, and Tamara forced herself to maintain eye contact until she saw him nod. 

“Go on, both of you. I’ll follow.” Just in case someone comes after us. Tamara found herself finishing the sentence in her thoughts.

The passageway sloped further into the ground, and Tamara noticed that what she had thought were magelights were symbols, glowing with soft light. Old Ardveldian symbols, in specific... She chewed her lip as she thought back to her encounter with Aiden in the library. This must be what he was searching for.

“When are you going back?” Alex asked, breaking the silence. 

They must be far away enough by now. “Can I trust that you’ll go on?” she asked. If they followed her, she would have failed at everything Matthew had asked.

Alex halted and Tamara almost tripped into Eira’s back, not anticipating the sudden stop. 

“We’ll wait at the end.”

“Alright.” She would have to accept his words as a promise. Hadn’t Matthew said someone would be waiting for them? Perhaps it was for the best that she didn’t accompany them all the way. “If I don’t see you again—”

“Stop. Just— just go and get Dad, okay?” Alex interrupted, clearly trying to suppress a quaver in his voice.

“I’ll make sure he goes,” Eira said to Tamara, and the older woman nodded. 

“Thank you.”

The journey back up the passage felt shorter. Though the air was dry and dusty, a chill had crept in and Tamara shivered, her dress designed for the warmth of a summer day. It was clear now that the tunnel must be curved, as the door wasn’t visible until she was close enough to make out the handle. 

The handle. Hopefully it wouldn’t be locked. She didn’t relish the thought of being trapped at this end of the passageway. 

As she arrived at the door, Tamara pressed her head against the stone, attempting to reach out with both her hearing and magic to the room beyond. Nothing. Either the door was too thick to feel through, or the magic imbued in it was blocking her senses.

She grasped the handle and gave a gentle push, hoping that it would swing out as silently as when Alex had opened it. It didn’t budge until she used more force, easing it open until a sliver of electric light shone into the passage. With her face pressed to the gap, Tamara peered through. 

The acrid scent of charred rock hit her first. A chunk of stone was missing from one of the pillars, white debris scattered across the tiles. Nudging the door further, she saw Morgan, gun in hand. But lying at his feet—

Tamara’s breath caught in her throat.

A laugh echoed from out of sight, and Morgan lifted his weapon, his stance wide and wary over Matthew’s motionless body. 

When she’d left, she had been more afraid for Morgan than Matthew, but the memory of her conversation with Morgan on the balcony couldn’t be ignored. He had killed mages before, the strongest in the country, though she had no idea how. There had been regret in his tone, kindness in his treatment of her, but now...

“You really think to threaten me?” A chill ran down Tamara’s spine as Aiden stepped into view. “Everyone’s expecting it. My blood-thirsty uncle making a bid for power while my poor mother is on her deathbed. You’ll be responsible for war.”

“I know what you’ve done, Aiden.” Morgan didn’t flinch.

Aiden shrugged, seemingly unfazed by the weapon pointed at him. “If you know, then you should understand all I have achieved. With the Prince of Ardveld—”

“He’s not a tool. You’re talking about people! If you weren’t Kaylee’s son—”

“But I am,” Aiden replied flatly. “The mages volunteered to work with me. They were proud to participate in Vailberg’s progress.” 

“They didn’t volunteer to die.” Morgan’s words were quiet, and Tamara had to strain to hear. “How many lives?”

“How many lives?” Aiden spat. “How many did you take in the name of duty, Uncle? Don’t think to lecture me on death.” 

He lifted his hand in a flourish just as a door creaked open from one side of the room. Morgan glanced back, his face pale.

“This isn’t duty.”

Tamara heard Morgan’s reply through a wave of nausea. Magic, strange and dizzying, flowed from the five uniformed guards that entered the room; it was overwhelming, even from her hiding place. The sunburst logo on their outfits was immediately familiar. Sunstone Enterprises. Aiden’s mage guard.

“Your Highness.” The guard closest to Aiden inclined his head.

“You will take Prince Matthew to my rooms for now, while I arrange transport,” Aiden called to the guards, and Tamara breathed a sigh of relief. Matthew was still alive. “I can assure you that there will be consequences for your actions today, Morgan.”

Tamara knew she had to move. Those guards… She didn’t know what kind of magic they were using, but Morgan couldn’t protect Matthew alone. Swallowing her discomfort, she pushed against the weight of the door. Her limited vision showed Morgan lowering his weapon. 

Then the crack of a gunshot split the air.
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A STORY ABOUT researching a book, along with all the cash on him, was enough to convince the bar manager to let Oliver down to the wine cellar. This had to be one of the oldest pubs in the city, and though he didn’t consider himself particularly tall, he still had to duck low as he made his way to the stairs. Centuries of spilt alcohol had permeated the wooden floorboards and beams, mingling with the sweat of packed tourists seeking relief from the heat outside. With any luck, the crowds brought by the anniversary holiday would keep the staff too busy to come and check up on him.

“This is the right place, Oliver.” His mentor, Ewen, must have picked up on his anxiety. As he bade farewell to the staff member who had escorted him to the dimly lit cellar, an image of the same room flashed briefly into his mind. One of Ewen’s memories. “I’m relieved to see no substantial change. You really should have made a point to keep track of this place.”

“You know that isn’t what’s bothering me,” Oliver replied, ignoring the thinly veiled criticism. “Something’s happened. This plan was tenuous at best but—”

“Panicking isn’t going to help.” Ewen’s thoughts were a calm contrast to Oliver’s racing heart. “Your job is to advise. We must now hope that the safety nets we put in place work as they are supposed to.”

“I should be there with him.” Oliver knew he had broadcast the thought, but it was really only for himself. He should have insisted on finding a way into the palace with Matthew, and the disapprovingly loud silence from his mentor showed he agreed. “Where does the passage come out?”

The reply came as swift as his thoughts in the form of another projected image from Ewen: a glowing, open door on the far side of the cellar, between two racks of barrels. The image was fuzzy and Oliver noticed that, in the present-day version of the room, the racks were no longer there. 

“Not one of yours?” 

He felt Ewen’s confirmation more than heard it. “A predecessor’s memory of this place.”

With a deep breath, Oliver flexed the stiffness from his fingers. Ewen was right; all he could do now was hope. It was too risky to contact Matthew via the burner phone. The only information he had about what was going on inside the palace had been the simple text: Plan B. He settled himself down onto a sturdy looking wooden crate and waited.

After almost an hour, movement from the wall opposite drew Oliver’s attention. A tweak to an illusion spell had done enough to dim the electric lights in the room, ensuring he would avoid unwanted attention from upstairs. The darkness might give him an edge if he needed to fight, too. With a faint grinding of stone on stone, a rectangular door eased open, letting in a light that caused Oliver to squint. 

The entrance to the passageway was just as it had looked in the memory from Ewen. At any other time, Oliver would have relished the opportunity to observe it. Now, though, he barely gave it a cursory examination as he hurried towards the figures in the doorway.

“Hello?” Oliver found his own voice unnaturally loud after the silence. Alex was there, and Eira too, illuminated in the glowing light of the passageway. They both looked exhausted. He peered into the tunnel, breath catching in his throat as he noticed Matthew’s absence. “Where’s your dad?” 

Alex didn’t reply. He was scanning the room and blinking, eyes unadjusted to the darkness of the wine cellar. 

“It’s okay, it’s just me. You’re safe.” Oliver stepped into the light. Recognition dawned, and Alex rushed into his arms.

“I didn’t want to leave, but we had to!” Alex’s words spilled out. “Tamara— the Head of Magic, she’s gone back, but they need help—”

Oliver pulled back, holding up a hand as his stomach twisted. “The Head of Magic?” Something had gone terribly wrong.

Eira moved to stand alongside Alex, and a movement behind them both stopped Oliver before he could ask any further questions. The door to the passageway swung shut, closing off the magelights from the tunnel and plunging them back into darkness. Alex flung himself towards it with a cry. 

“No! We have to go back!” 

Oliver removed the dimming spells he’d set on the electric lights and saw Alex pawing at the wall in a frenzy. 

“You can’t open it?” 

Oliver stepped forward, running his own hand over the stone. But the gap where the door had been was now flush with the rest of the surface. 

“It makes sense,” came Ewen’s detached drawl in his mind. “Any entrance to the palace, even one only royal blood can open, is a risk to defence. A disgruntled cousin or sibling looking to stage a—”

“That is not helpful right now!” Oliver shut down his mentor’s explanation, just as Eira spoke. 

“Oliver, Matthew is with Morgan.” 

Icy panic flooded his body. He focused on keeping his voice level as he addressed them both. “You need to tell me what happened.” 

A secondary wave of emotion from Ewen told him his mentor’s fear matched his own. “Matthew’s powerful enough,” Oliver thought, trying to reassure himself. “If he kills Morgan, then that’s another problem, but we can deal with it.”

“Morgan has killed powerful mages before.” The old Tactician knew far too well the threat that Morgan posed.

“They stopped us going out the main entrance,” Alex began, unaware of the conversation happening in Oliver’s mind. “We went to the throne room instead. That’s where the entrance to the passage was.”

Oliver listened as Alex explained. It was in line with what he had agreed with Matthew, though notably, Alex made no mention of Roy. “We were about to go through, but then Morgan found us. I’m not sure how—”

“He saw you?” Oliver interrupted. If Morgan recognised Matthew, it wouldn’t take much to make the connection. It was worse than anything they had anticipated.

“Yeah...” Alex glanced across to Eira, his expression morphing into one of concern. “Eira?” 

She was slouched against the wall, eyes glazed and unseeing. Without thinking, Oliver caught her as she slid limply towards the ground. 

“Eira!” Oliver heard Alex call again as they both crouched down, but there was no response from the girl cradled in his arms. “Uncle Oliver, what’s going on?” 

“I’m not certain.” Eira was breathing and Oliver could sense her energy, far stronger than he had ever noticed before. Had she fainted, perhaps? There was no sign of physical injury, but he was a competent enough healer should she need it. 

“Ewen, ideas?” He shot the thought at his mentor just as Eira began to stir.

“Hey! Are you alright?” Alex leaned over Oliver’s shoulder as Eira pushed herself up. Her eyes were open now, but still held the dazed look they had possessed before she fell.

“Matthew? No, he’s not...” There was confusion in her voice and a growing sense of dread nagged at Oliver’s mind as he watched her. With a moan, Eira sunk forward, covering her ears with her hands. “No. I don’t know. Go away!”

“Eira, what’s wrong?” Alex reached out towards her, but Oliver was frozen in place. 

“He won’t stop talking! He keeps asking about your dad, and Oliver. I don’t understand.” 

She looked at Oliver then, wide eyed and afraid, but he had no words of comfort to offer her. Instead, he dragged himself to his feet, slamming a fist against the closed passage hard enough that stinging pain shot down his arm.

“Alex! You have to open it again! I need to get through!” Oliver shouted. Not waiting for a reply, he hit the wall once more, this time with a jolt of magic behind it. It can’t be... He clawed at the stone, pouring his energy into half-formed spells that did nothing to the unyielding surface.

“That won’t work, Oliver.” Sorrow tinged Ewen’s thoughts, but Oliver couldn’t stop. “Exhausting yourself will achieve nothing. Alex needs you.”

“Matthew needs me!”

“He doesn’t anymore.” The blunt reply was a blade through his heart. With an agonised wail, Oliver sunk against the wall, letting the magic he was weaving fade away. At the edge of his awareness, he heard Alex trying to speak to him, but he ignored it.

“I won’t believe it. Perhaps it’s not what we think— It could have happened another way!” 

“The girl is Alex’s Friend. You know an Awakening when you see one.” 

Oliver didn’t miss the honorific in the way Ewen said ‘Friend’. Images flashed through his mind, delivered by Ewen - all the memories he held of previous Champions awakening. Oliver simply remembered his own. The dizziness. The momentary blackout before he had returned to consciousness in Matthew’s arms… 

Ewen’s warnings screamed through his mind. “You need to get them away from here!”

“I can’t.” Oliver sucked in a shuddering breath.

“Uncle Oliver...” Alex was waiting for a response, fear in his eyes. Beside him, Eira was watching with a new understanding in her expression.

“We need to go,” Oliver said, his voice cracking. “Come on. Dory - your mum is waiting for us.” 

She would never forgive him, and he deserved that. He got to his feet and started towards the stairs that led back up to the pub, but neither Alex nor Eira followed.

“What? You’re not going to wait for Dad? Aren’t you supposed to be his Tactician or something? You can’t just leave!” Anger had replaced the fear in Alex’s voice and Oliver stopped, unable to look back. “Talk to me! I know who you are now. Who Dad is. Maybe if someone had thought to tell me before today, we wouldn’t be in this mess!”

“Alex…” It was Eira who spoke his name so carefully. “Let’s not do this here. We should go.”

“No!” Alex shouted. Oliver turned around to see Alex swat away her touch. “Eira, you were there! Tamara said she was going back for him. They need us!”

“I don’t think...” She trailed off painfully, and Oliver winced as her eyes met his. 

She knows.

Oliver interjected before Eira said any more. “If you know who we are — who you are — then you must see that I couldn’t be the one to tell you.” He’d understood Matthew’s hesitation, even as he had advised against it, but it was always his friend’s choice to make. 

“But you can tell me what’s going on now, can’t you?” Alex’s glare did nothing to hide his need for reassurance. 

“I will.” Oliver walked forward and placed a hand on Alex’s shoulder. “Just not here. Please.” The priority was to get Alex and Eira to the safe house where Dorothea was waiting. When they got there... He didn’t know what he was going to do anymore.

Alex ran a hand through his hair. “You promise Dad will know where to find us?” 

Oliver swallowed the lump in his throat and nodded.
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TAMARA LURCHED FORWARD in shock. A high whine rang in her ears as the gunshot echoed through the hall. Then magic jolted through her body and her remaining senses dissolved to nothing.

Babbling words. The sound pierced her consciousness, and with it came awareness. Her vision swam, and she saw she was on the ground, the cold of the passageway seeping into her limbs, leaving them stiff and aching. Focusing on the voice, she began to make out words, echoing through her mind as though they were coming from within.

“Do you hear me? We’re under attack! You must get up! Get to the dining—” 

Tamara slammed the voice away, forcing it from her mind with her will. Its words were mercifully silenced, but then she realised that the screaming hadn’t stopped. A sound of inhuman rage screeched from the throne room, and she leaned forward to peer through the passageway door.

Morgan was still standing, unmoved from where she had last seen him. Around him, Aiden’s mage guard had frozen in place, glancing nervously between him and their liege.

“You! You traitor!” Aiden’s face was flushed a deep red. “You’ll die for this, Morgan! I’ll have you—”

“You will do nothing.” Morgan’s voice cut through Aiden’s tirade. “I follow your mother’s orders.” He took a step forward. “The intruder is dead. The Ardveldian royal line ended. If you wish to inform the Arch Canlaw of anything, you can tell her that.”

Tamara felt sick. Matthew still lay where he had been moments before, but she was too afraid to look closer.

“You’re going to wish you had thought through your loyalties more carefully.” Aiden’s snarled reply reached her in the dim passageway, and it was met with silence. 

She soon heard the footsteps of many people retreating from the room beyond the door. With shaking hands, she scrambled to her feet. As she did so, the magical presence she’d repelled before nudged again at her mind; instinct caused her to push back and once more it retreated, leaving behind a prickling fear. If a mage was somehow attacking her, why didn’t she sense them nearby?

Legs quivering, Tamara braced against the wall and pushed the passageway door wide. It opened and she fell forward, stumbling down the dais.

At the noise, Morgan spun towards her. He was alone, face ashen, the gun held limply in his hand. His shadow flickered across the floor, drawing her vision down to the dark puddle spreading from the body at his feet. Bitter acid rose at the back of her throat.

Then, Morgan was suddenly in front of her. He grasped her arms, keeping her steady. “Tamara. Look at me.” His body interrupted her view of the bloody floor, but she found herself still unable to turn away. “Look at me.” He cupped her face with his palm, tilting it up until she met his eyes. 

“Why?” The question became a sob, and she buried her face against Morgan’s chest.

“You need to leave.” His tone betrayed no emotion, and Tamara didn’t raise her head. Layers of clothing hid his heartbeat, the white jacket providing no warmth to her chilled skin.

“He can’t be...” She heard the words as if she wasn’t saying them, her voice raw and alien. “You can’t have...”

Morgan’s stiffened. Then he released her and stepped back.

“Go to your rooms. Get your things,” he said softly. “Go home.”

“What?” The dismissal compounded the crushing weight of her failure. How could she leave now, after everything she had done? She needed answers, but the words she wanted to say wouldn’t come.

“Make your own way back to Avel Kifaeros. Don’t let anyone know you’re leaving. You no longer work here.” 

Tamara’s vision blurred with tears. It was too much. Gritting her teeth and turning her back on Morgan, she fled from the room.
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ROY WHIRLED AROUND, but the library window remained shut, just as he had left it moments before. Flattening himself against the palace wall, he edged across the roof. A clamour of voices emanated from what must be the kitchen under his feet, words muffled and inaudible, but none of them were calling out. Maybe the stress was getting to him.

He let out a breath, and reached out with his magic sense. Immediately, he picked up the energy of mages in the room below; they were far stronger than expected, given the distance and brickwork between them. Perhaps this roof was thinner than it looked? Roy eased his way back into the corner of the building. No-one appeared to have noticed his presence yet, but falling through the ceiling wouldn’t help.

“You done?”

He jumped at the sound of the voice. It was close, as though having come from right beside him, but there was nobody there. 

“Don’t mess me about!” Threats he could handle. Mostly. But if someone was playing games with him, he’d rather not give them the satisfaction. “If you want a fight, then damn well come out and do it.” 

“I’m afraid I can’t ‘come out’, as you so put it, and I have no desire to fight you,” the reply came in a masculine-sounding drawl. “Besides, I couldn’t kill you even if I wanted to. And trust me, I’m getting the unfortunate impression that I may well want to at some point soon.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?” Roy glanced back up to the closed window, the brickwork at his back doing little to reassure him of his safety. At least being physically attacked now would prove he wasn’t losing his mind.

“Nothing,” the voice responded. “You aren’t losing your mind, by the way. But I would advise you to stop talking out loud, unless you want someone else to come along and do the job for me?”

This guy can… read my thoughts? Roy squeezed his eyes shut, the cold of the stone seeping through his stolen server’s jacket. For a moment there was nothing other than the shifting patterns of his eyelids and the sound of his own breathing.

“Oh no. Darkness. My one weakness,” the voice said with a biting sarcasm, and Roy yelped in surprise.

“Okay, you need to tell me what the fuck is going on,” he growled, heat flushing his face.

“Thoughts only, please. I can hear them just fine. And, yes, you should be embarrassed. What are you? A child?” 

A breeze broke the muggy air, brushing chill against Roy’s sweat-damp hair and swirling the dirt on the little rooftop where he crouched. He might not feel thirty-one, but he’d been through enough in his life to deserve a little more respect.

Roy felt more than heard the self-pitying laugh. “Thirties? Ugh. Please tell me I won’t have to spend another hundred years like this.”

“Look, I don’t know why you’ve decided to telepathically pick on me, but if you aren’t going to kill me then can you please just sod off?” Roy thought the words, trying to project them with the same glare he was wearing. “You might not have noticed, but I’m in a bit of a difficult situation here.”

“You’re going to look pretty stupid if you make that face every time we talk,” the voice replied, and he wondered if punching himself would hurt them, too. “You really have no idea what’s going on, do you?”

“You think?”

“Okay,” somehow the voice gave an exasperated sigh, despite the fact Roy hadn’t heard it breathe. “I suppose some congratulations are in order. Apparently — and don’t ask me how — you’ve been chosen as a Royal Champion. Unfortunately, that also means I’m dead.”

Roy blinked. “Wait... You’re— you’re a ghost?”

“I’m not a ghost.” 

“You literally just said you’re dead!” His skin prickled; he didn’t like that this had delved into the paranormal. It was pretty shady up here, but even so. “I thought ghosts didn’t come out in the daytime?”

There was a silence.

“Why— why would you even think that?” The reply brought with it a flash of memory; a plush, emerald couch, his legs draped over the armrest, thumbing through a dog-eared copy of a book called Hauntings of Ardveld. A memory that definitely wasn’t Roy’s. “Anyway, that’s not the point of this conver—”

“Wait! What was that?”

“What was what?”

“That!” Roy gestured vaguely into the air before realising he couldn’t point at a mental image. “With the book and the chair.”

“Oh...” The voice sounded sheepish and for the first time, Roy sensed he had the upper hand. “I didn’t mean for you to see that. I haven’t quite worked things out from this side yet, and it’s been a long day.”

“That was you, wasn’t it? Like, before you were a ghost?” Somehow having settled into the rhythm of this bizarre conversation, Roy stretched out his legs and leaned back to look up at the grey sky. A rumble in the distance told him the heat of the past few days was about to break. 

“Ghosts don’t exist. But yes, that was me.”

Sorrow twinged Roy’s heart, then, and he realised it came from the presence in his mind. “Hey. I’m really sorry you’re dead,” he thought. He’d seen enough television to be wary of the supernatural, but apart from a bad attitude, the ghost hadn’t caused any harm. 

He chewed at his lip, running over his options, when another question occurred to him. “I guess you need me to help you move on or something? Wait— you didn’t die back in the takeover did you?” Another silence followed his question. 

“You still there, mate?” he probed, wondering if his newfound psychic powers had departed as quickly as they had arrived.

“What do you mean by ‘the takeover’?” An emotion hung behind the question that Roy couldn’t place. 

How to even explain it? A shock wave had run through the country when the news broke; the adjustment to Ardveld’s new leadership had happened like a surreal dream, one that had become mundane faster than he’d ever imagined. Today’s celebration was proof enough of that. 

“How long has it been?” The question reminded him that the voice was able to follow his thoughts.

“Twenty-three years. Look, I’m sorry, I should have broken that to you more gently.”

“I had the impression some time had passed since I... Well, it’s fine,” the voice finished brusquely. “That goes some way to explaining you, at least. Now, listen quietly. I worked for the King; one of the four Champions. I was in charge of Ardveldian intelligence.”

“Intelligence?” Roy couldn’t help himself. “You were a spy? Like, the Spy, spy?” 

The limited information he had about Ardveld’s Royal Champions was common knowledge; there were four roles, known as Friend, Tactician, Guardian, and Spy. After the King, they had been the four most powerful mages in the country. Roy’s must have been the last generation to learn any royal history in school, and even back then he had wanted as little to do with it as possible.

“’Spy’ is such a vulgar term, but if you wish to refer to yourself that way, then I suppose I can’t stop you.” The Spy obviously sensed that Roy wasn’t following, and he gave another sigh. “I already told you. When one of us dies, the power moves on to the next... suitable candidate. Apparently, you were the best it could find.”

“What?!” Roy exclaimed out loud, just as the first drops of rain fell onto his nose. He wiped them off, forming a shield above his head to block the shower. “No! Why would you choose me? You’ve messed something up-”

“I’m afraid I have no control over who the power goes to. Not that we didn’t try, of course. There are certain conditions that we know influence it.”

“You can shove your conditions! There isn’t even a Royal Family anymore. No Champions. Everyone who was there died that day. Everyone...” He stopped. The injustice still burned. It wasn’t like his mother had ever been a threat to Vailberg. 

“That’s your mother?” Curiosity emanated from the Spy and Roy forced the image away.

“Get the fuck out of my memories.” 

“I apologise.” He didn’t sound particularly sorry. “What’s your name, kiddo?”

“Roy. And I’m not anyone’s kiddo.”

“You can call me Julian. We may as well be on a first name basis, since it appears we are going to be working closely together for some time.”

“Yeah, about that.” There was no way Roy was getting involved with anything to do with Ardveld’s Royal Family, no matter how much this Julian was talking as if he had no choice. “I quit. Find someone else.” 

He felt sorry for the guy, seeing as he was dead and all, but Roy had been promised no further involvement in anything palace-related after helping Matthew with this insane break-in. Once he was out of here, he was going to go home, have a drink, and get back to his actual job.

For a second, he seemed to have stunned Julian into silence. “You can’t quit.”

“Watch me.”

“No, I mean you physically can’t quit. It’s not possible. I’m not quite sure why you would want to, anyway. From what I saw, you weren’t exactly a competent mage before.”

“Fuck you, too!” Roy snorted and flexed his numb legs. His limbs were growing stiff with cold, and he still had to find a way out of the palace grounds. “How long have you been watching me?”

“Only since you broke into that office,” Julian replied as Roy got to his feet. “The guards did not seem particularly welcoming. Foolish of you to set off such an obvious trap. I am confident that second one intended to kill you.”

“The second one? You do realise that was Aiden Heliodor, right? And I knew about the alarm. I thought you could see my thoughts?” Of all the people he could have run into, the only worse option would have been Morgan himself.

“Heliodor…”

Julian’s presence faded back as Roy crossed the roof. The edge was slick from the rain, but the drop wasn’t far if he lowered himself down first. After that, he would have to rely on the dim light to provide some cover as he slipped out. Hopefully Matthew would have an easier route. He’d overheard something about a tunnel when Oliver thought he was out of earshot, but it was clear that they hadn’t wanted him involved in the specifics.

“I can’t see anything from before the Awakening, unless you show me the memory.” Julian’s voice came again, any bitterness banished from his tone. “And the one I just saw is particularly intriguing. Who was that, may I ask?”

“Urgh, that’s why I’m here. I owed him a favour to get someone else off my back.” Roy pushed the thoughts of Matthew from his mind. He didn’t want to admit it, but he’d started to develop a fondness for the guy. Must be something to do with the shared mortal peril. “He’s not important. I’m not gonna see him again once I’m out of here.”

“You may want to revisit that line of thought,” Julian replied. “I must say, he’s grown since I last saw him.” 

Another memory flashed into Roy’s mind, but this time it didn’t fade instantly like the one of the chair. He saw a teenage boy, black hair falling across his sharp cheeks. His dark eyes held a rebellious glint that, Roy now recognised, time had not fully erased. Despite the fancy clothes in place of rough jeans and a worn T-shirt, he was unmistakable.

“What the hell?” It was Matthew. Much younger, but obviously him.

“Young Prince Matthew certainly had the right idea about formal gatherings,” Julian continued. “He was conspicuously absent on the evening we were entertaining our Velbian guests. Presumably it worked out in his favour.”

“Wait...” This was all moving too fast. “You’re not actually trying to tell me that Matthew is the Prince of Ardveld?” Roy couldn’t think of anyone less princely. Well, maybe that was a bit harsh, but he’d met plenty of people who were more princely. Oliver, in his damned suit, sprang immediately to mind.

“Oliver’s with him? Good. At least Ewen should have a handle on things.”

“You know Oliver, too?” 

“He’s a Champion, Roy. Keep up. Matthew’s Tactician.”

Why was he still surprised? He was starting to doubt that either of them ever worked for Felix Marek at all. 

“I should imagine that was a ruse.” Somehow, Roy got the impression that if he could see Julian’s face, he would be rolling his eyes. “We need to go after them. This rain will give us good cover.”

“No way. I told you - I quit. I don’t care if he is a prince, or a king, or even the damn Arch Canlaw herself. I’m not getting involved.” 

It wasn’t like Roy knew where Matthew was, anyway. Now that he thought about it, it was no wonder he’d seemed so freaked out about his son being in the palace.

“Matthew has a son?”

“Will you stop that, please?!” This was becoming a serious breach of privacy, even if he had been moved by the unexpected warmth that flowed from Julian at the news. 

He flexed his fingers, peering over the edge to make sure there was no window directly below him, before relaxing his rain shield and lowering himself down.

“How I wish I could but, from now on, I see everything you see.” The mocking tone was back, all trace of sentimentality leaving as soon as it had come.

“Everything?” Hanging from his fingertips, Roy released his grip, dropping the remaining distance and landing in a low crouch with a wet splat. “For how long?”

“Oh, only until you die.”

“Until I die!” The idea of being stuck like this for the rest of his life was horrifying. “And you’re seriously telling me I can’t switch you off? Ever? Even when—”

“Even then.” Roy felt Julian’s amusement. “Awful, isn’t it? And don’t worry, when you die, you get to do the same as I am now, for the next in line.” Julian hummed, as though musing on the prospect. “You know, I’m starting to think you were right about quitting.”

Damn right he was right about quitting. Roy wiped his hands on the back of his trousers, replacing his shield as he did so and resentfully noting that it barely drained his magic. It seemed that Julian had been honest at least about the power transfer. 

A musty smell had permeated his clothes from the rain, and, making the most of his newfound energy, Roy pushed heat into the water that saturated them, releasing a small puff of steam that dispersed through his shield into the humid air.

“You know, this won’t be much fun for you either, right? You really want to be stuck in my head doing deliveries?” Roy returned to the conversation while trying to figure out the next part of his escape route. “Come on. I’m obviously not Spy material.” Perhaps if he could convince Julian that he was no good for the job, the former Spy would let him know how to back out.

“I’m certain you can feel my distaste at the prospect.” Julian wasn’t wrong, and Roy tried his hardest not to be offended. “However, I have no choice in the matter. The only one who might have a chance of releasing us is the King himself...”

Roy sighed and started towards the courtyard, feeling ahead for mages as he went. “I told you - I don’t know where he is now.”

“I wouldn’t expect you to,” Julian replied. “But he has his Tactician with him. Now, I may not know Oliver that well, but I worked closely with his mentor, and Ewen practically raised the boy. They’ll be meeting at one of my safe houses.”

“One of them?” Roy muttered out loud. 

The palace wall was his bigger concern right now. It jutted out artistically in enough places that he was forced to dart into the open, risking detection by the guards on the distant gates, before slinking back to the safety of the shadowed alcoves. He counted the large windows as he ducked under them, getting to seven before Julian made a comment.

“Keeping track of the distance? Perhaps you’re more cut out for this than you thought.”

“Huh?” Roy gave his head a shake, frustrated by the break in his concentration. “Tell you what, I’ll make you a deal.”

“Hmmm?”

“You wanna see Matthew, right? I’ll agree to go to this safe house of yours, if you make sure he lets me quit. He can find some other host to put up with you.”

“I… fail to see a downside to this deal.” Julian seemed sceptical in the face of Roy’s sudden compliance.

“And after that, I’m done, okay?” He was going back to his old life. Even if Matthew couldn’t get him out of this ridiculous Champion business, Julian would have to just learn to sit back and shut up. 

An aura of magic ahead alerted Roy to the patrol guard heading their way. Shit. The illusion spell he’d used at Marek’s might be enough to blend him into the shadows, especially given the rain, but it was a long shot. He supposed he should be grateful that this was the first guard he’d seen; the rest were likely still caught up in the commotion he’d caused inside.

Cursing himself for not thinking of it earlier, Roy drew on his magic.

“No need. I can help you kill this one.”

The comment was so dismissive that Roy thought he must have misheard. “You did not just say you want me to kill someone.”

“They’re an enemy, Roy, and this will be much more efficient.” Cold pleasure seeped from Julian’s presence, enough that Roy guessed this wasn’t only about efficiency.

“I’m not becoming a murderer just so you can exact your revenge on some innocent guard.”

“Fine,” Julian said begrudgingly. “But you’re rapidly running out of time. Focus back. Let’s see what we’re up against.” 

As he refocused, Roy felt the approaching guard, a presence bright in his mind. They were further away than he’d first assumed; it seemed that the extra strength that came with being a Champion was amplifying his senses. He was very aware of Julian’s consciousness observing this alongside him. 

“Just a rain shield. Easy.”

It was just as Julian said. The only active spell running was a weak shield above the guard’s head, a mirror of Roy’s own — it wouldn’t even stop a sideways draft, let alone an attack. Any other magic was small and passive, spells Roy would never have even noticed without Julian directing his attention. Waterproofing, anti-fraying in the uniform, a defensive charm from an item held close to their chest.

“That’s a kind of shield,” Roy pointed out. It would stop a bullet, at least.

“It’s not going to stop us.” Julian sent an image, or more of an intent, into Roy’s mind. The framework of a spell, complex and sharply focussed, designed to shape air movement around a space, with a layer of monitoring—

“We don’t have time for you to analyse it,” Julian scolded as Roy paused. “Just hold the intent and form the spell. I’ll teach you properly some other time.”

“This isn’t going to kill—”

“Just do it.”

Roy stepped out from the wall, giving himself a clear line of sight. Then he pushed his magic into Julian’s spell and fired it at the startled guard.

The man stared at him and opened his mouth, but no sound came out. His eyes went wide, and Roy watched in horror as he clawed at his throat, falling to his knees in the wet gravel. The seconds dragged until the guard finally collapsed and Roy rushed to their side.

“Bring him across, carefully. We don’t want the uniform getting filthy,” Julian said.

“What did you do?” Roy heaved the guard over his shoulder, dragging him to the shelter of the building’s side. 

“I took a lesson from my past mistakes.” There was a dark anger beneath Julian’s words. “He’s not dead. The spell released as soon as he passed out, but you won’t have long.”

Movement from the guard’s chest confirmed this, and Roy relaxed as he bent his head down to hear them breathing for himself.

“Luckily for us,” came Julian’s thought, “he seems about your size.”








CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE
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UMBRELLAS BUSTLED AGAINST Alex’s rain shield as Oliver rushed them through the crowded high street. Kicked up water soaked through his jeans, and they clung uncomfortable and cold to his legs. He couldn’t tell if the rest of his clothes were damp with rain or sweat.

Abruptly, Oliver veered down a street to their left. Alex and Eira followed. The rumble of car engines from the packed diminished almost instantaneously, leaving only the beating rain. No-one had spoken since exiting the pub, but now Oliver had slowed his pace enough for Alex to fall into step beside him. 

“Where are we going?” Alex asked, but his uncle didn’t respond. 

The street they were on was little more than an alley; narrow and lined with disused doorways, their crumbled paint flaking, and fire escapes from the backs of the high-street shops.

Halfway along, Oliver halted. 

They had stopped in front of a set of stone steps that led up to a dishevelled green door, hanging askew in its frame. There was no sign of any handle or lock, but Alex felt the small burst of magic as Oliver placed a hand on it. It swung open onto a dim hallway, bare except for a neat doormat and another closed door at the opposite end.

“Come on in.” Oliver held the door open and Alex didn’t wait to be told twice. He followed Eira inside the narrow space, dropping his shield as he got out of the rain. “Don’t worry about shoes,” said Oliver as Alex kicked off his wet trainers. “Go through. Your mother’s inside.” 

Alex looked at Eira, but she didn’t meet his gaze. He’d had no time to press her on the reason she’d collapsed at the pub, but she knew something. Oliver knew something. And neither of them seemed like they were going to tell him what it was. His panic had settled into a heavy dread, and part of him wasn’t sure he even wanted to hear the truth.

A cosily furnished sitting room greeted Alex as he pushed open the second door. Magelights hovered near the exposed beams of the low ceiling, giving the space a homely glow that in no way matched his expectations given the alley outside.

Next to a drooping, olive sofa stood his mother. The tension in her face washed away as she caught sight of him, and Alex rushed to meet her, falling into her arms.

“Alex!” She reached up to run a hand through his hair, unravelling the remaining threads of strength that had held him together over the past few days. He hid his face in her shoulder, afraid that if he spoke then he would break this moment, never able to return.

It was Dorothea who broke the silence. “Eira.” His mother reached out an arm to pull his friend into the hug. “Thank you for taking care of him.” 

Alex opened his eyes as Eira stiffened beside him and pushed herself out of the embrace. For a moment it seemed that she was about to speak, but then she looked past him to where Oliver stood, leaning heavily against the wall as though he would collapse without its support.

“Oliver...” His mother released him from the hug. The dread was back; this time bringing with it a painful pounding in his heart. Alex felt his mother grasp his hand. “Where’s Matthew?”

“I...” Oliver clenched his fists, voice so quiet that Alex had to strain to make out the words. “I’m sorry. He...” The blood seemed to have drained from his face, and Alex felt his mum’s grip tighten.

“No— Dad’s coming. He’s going to meet us here...” Alex looked between Eira and Oliver, desperate. But Oliver was shaking his head.

“I couldn’t...” He took a ragged breath and fixed Alex with red-rimmed eyes. “He didn’t make it out, Alex. I’m so sorry.”

“What?” The floor felt unsteady under his feet. “But you can’t— How could you know that? You weren’t even there!”

“Alex…” Oliver spoke his name feebly.

“No! You told me it was going to be okay!” 

Oliver closed his eyes, head falling forward as Alex shouted. Beside him, his mother sank backwards onto the arm of the couch with a wail. “Mum! It’s not— It can’t be...” His voice was raw and strange, like it belonged to someone else.

“Alex.” This time it was Eira who spoke. “He knows. He knows because of me.”

Eira was looking at him with eyes full of pity. Somewhere, out of sight, he heard a clock ticking away the seconds. 

“What do you mean?”

“What happened down in the cellar. There’s someone—” Eira paused and looked at Oliver, who remained unmoving. “I can hear a voice, in my mind. They say they were a Champion — a Royal Champion.”

A Royal Champion... Because his father was the Prince, right? But why would Eira be able to hear them?

“The King is meant to have four Champions,” Oliver said, his voice cracking as he spoke. He had lifted his head, but his gaze was distant. “When the takeover happened, we were attacked, and everyone died. All of Matthew’s Potentials, as well as the Awoken.” 

“But what about you?” Oliver was his father’s Tactician. A headache was building up the back of his neck, pressure spreading across his scalp that he couldn’t release.

“Your father and I were the only ones that made it out. I awoke that day. When my mentor passed, I inherited the power…” 

Alex watched as Oliver shifted his view to focus on Eira. 

“There was no-one else. Matthew never—” Oliver stopped and Alex saw him squeeze his eyes shut again. “There are conditions.” His murmured words were almost inaudible. “I’m sorry. I can’t.” With a shake of his head, Oliver pushed himself away, crossing the room to a door on his right. As it opened, Alex saw a small bedroom, the bed stacked with bags, before his uncle closed it behind him.

An empty silence filled the space Oliver had left. Alex’s mother pressed a warm hand to his back, but he couldn’t bring himself to turn to face her.

“Alex, not just anyone could become a Champion.” Eira’s words were gentle. “They used to...” She paused as though listening. “They set up Potentials - people who were raised close to the Royal Family, who the power would pass to when the previous Champion died.”

“That doesn’t explain anything!” Alex didn’t want to raise his voice, but no-one seemed prepared to give him a straight answer. “So what? What does it matter that Dad never had any Champions?”

“Your dad only had Oliver because all the other Potentials died. They must have thought the other lines of Champions had ended, that there would never be any more.” Eira glanced towards the closed door through which Oliver had left. “But now there’s me.” She slowly flexed her fingers, looking down at them with an expression of wonder. “Alex, I’m a Champion.”

The pressure built in Alex’s head. He forced back stinging tears. “But how can you be my Dad’s Champion? You hardly knew him!”

“No. But I know you, Alex. I’ve known you my whole life.” Eira reached out and placed a hand on his arm. “I’m your friend. And you’re the King.”
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TAMARA BARELY SAW the stares as she fled. A guard called out to her as she once again pushed past the palace entrance, but she ignored them. They didn’t follow; perhaps they recognised her, or simply did not see her as a threat. Either way, she didn’t care.

Her vision had narrowed to a point when she finally slammed the door of her office shut. Magic sparked from her body, flickering into the air before dispersing. It grazed against her senses, like white noise screaming in her ears, and Tamara felt herself losing control; pain, stress, and lack of sleep were culminating into a storm that was too far gone to stop. 

Everything was wrong. Everything she had done. 

Leaning against the closed door, Tamara slammed her head back. The shock of pain brought brief clarity before the turmoil resumed. She turned towards the offending surface, striking at it again and again with her fists. 

The presence she had been blocking from her mind flowed against her consciousness; free now that Tamara had no will left to hold it at bay. Its voice joined the turmoil, screaming words she knew she should recognise, but couldn’t follow. 

“Go away!” Tamara clamped her hands over her ears, squeezing her eyes shut. “Shut up! Get away from me! I swear, I’ll hurt you if you don’t get away!” 

She pulled her turbulent magic into a bolt of energy ready to slam against her attacker, no longer caring if it was one of Aiden’s mages. There was nothing left to feel. 

“You can’t hurt me.”

With a snarl, Tamara opened her eyes, but her office remained insultingly empty. Pressure pounded in her skull, compounding the pain of muscles wound tight with adrenaline, but the presence still pushed against her mind. As it drew close, its essence seemed to dull from heightened panic to a forced stillness that projected over her own frazzled emotions.

“Think of the music and calm down.” The voice came with a backdrop of notes, more akin to a memory than a sound. Piano notes, she thought, though it was no song she recognised. 

“No! I told you. I told you to leave me alone!” Tamara shouted, blasting her pent-up magic into the floor of the office. There was a loud crack, and she watched in horror as the wood split - a long fracture running from her feet to the point where it disappeared under a rug. 

She sunk to the ground, curled her legs to her chest, and sobbed.

“I’m sorry. I thought the music would help.” 

“You can’t help me! Just leave!” A throbbing in her wrist showed her attack on the door had done some damage, but she had no focus to heal it.

“I can’t.” Another emotion flowed from the presence; this time grief sharp enough that Tamara gasped in pain. “My name is Nathaniel. The King’s Commander. I need—” 

“I don’t care who you are.”

“Please! The Awakening has chosen you. I need answers!”

Tamara made no attempt to reply. Cold seeped into her limbs from the floor, bringing with it a mix of returning sensations. The trickling sound of the little fountain on the table by her desk. A light pattering of rain on the study window. She realised the shield she kept over her skin had dropped, the short sleeves of her dress now cutting into her arms.

“That man… Tell me that wasn’t the Prince. How can so much time have passed…?”

Hot tears pricked at her eyes. “Matthew’s dead. I should have… I promised Alex… I…” Her sentence faded into a choked gasp as she remembered their last conversation in the passageway.

“I don’t understand! The Awakening is supposed to happen immediately. You’re not one of my Potentials. What has happened?”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about.” 

“The Awakening! You are the next King’s Commander. The Guardian! How can you not know?”

“I’m nothing. I’m going home. Leave me alone.” Tamara let her eyes close as she thought the words. 

Home seemed a lifetime ago. The blaring sounds and blinding lights of the city had become so normal — sometimes, she hardly even noticed how much effort she was making to mask her distress. But it was too much. Too many people with goals and agendas she didn’t understand, as though a wall of glass separated her from everyone here, no matter how hard she tried to do the right thing. Perhaps this was for the best. She’d stumbled into something far too big for someone like her. For someone from Avel Kifaeros, she thought bitterly.

“You’re Kifaerish?” the voice who called himself Nathaniel, replied. “How? Who were you to the prince?”

“No-one. This is all my fault. I brought Alex here.” Then she snapped alert. Nothing about her home had been said out loud, and yet the voice had answered.

“I can perceive your thoughts. It’s part of the Awakening.” Nathaniel’s words were soft, and now she realised they weren’t words as such - more an impression of words that flowed straight into her consciousness. “Alex is Matthew’s son? If he lives, we must find him. He may be in danger.”

“I don’t know where he is.” She winced as she pushed herself up, accidently putting weight on her injured wrist. Even if she knew, how could she go to him? How could she explain her failure? “I can’t face him.”

“You have to. Please, you need to focus. You’re his Champion now.”

His Champion? Nathaniel had referred to himself as the King’s Commander. The title had meant nothing to her at first, but her recent research on Ardveld’s royalty meant she should have recognised it immediately. “You’re a Royal Champion?”

To her right, the book she had shown to Alex lay closed on the coffee table, the imposing weight of it made heavier by its contents. The Royal Lineage and Champions of Ardveld. 

Aiden’s book. If he came looking…

“No. You are!” The urgency in Nathaniel’s voice pulled her from her rumination.

“What?”

“The spell has appointed you. You are Alex’s Guardian now!” Frustration seemed to take over, and Nathaniel’s thoughts once again barked through her head. “You should never have left him!” 

“I went back for Matthew.” 

“You shouldn’t have left Prince Matthew behind! It’s the job of the King’s Commander to protect the Royal Family, and you have done nothing except throw a tantrum! We don’t have time for this.”

“I did what I thought was right!” Tamara’s voice rang jarringly in the silent room, and for a moment Nathaniel didn’t respond.

“Well, your judgement is flawed,” he stated, with a finality that brooked no argument. “We’re getting nowhere. I’m not sure who you think you are, but you will start acting according to your status and do what I—”

The words cut off as she forced Nathaniel’s presence from her mind. At least it was still possible, though it seemed the block would require some vigilance to maintain. 

Everything hurt. She shifted her legs, trying to focus on a healing spell, but then she caught sight of the crack in the floor. 

The shame always burnt harder than the pain. 

Volatile. Dangerous. Tamara didn’t need to hear people say it to know what they thought. To Nathaniel it was a tantrum, as if there was something she would gain. As if it was something she could control! At least she should be grateful it was property damage and not a person she had hurt. Pain was a just consequence. 

Forgetting the healing spell, her eyes once again fell on Aiden’s book. She crawled to the table and pulled it towards her, flicking through the silver-edged pages to the area she had bookmarked. She turned the page without looking, unable to bear the sight of Matthew’s image. The next section was the one she was looking for now, anyway; a chapter on Ardveld’s Royal Champions at the time of the takeover.

Nathaniel’s name stood out straight away, below a picture of a squared jawed man with dark hair cropped into a regimented side sweep. Narrow, unflinching eyes looked out from the photo, and Tamara sensed the same obstinate energy in his upright posture that she had heard in his voice. Other Champions took up the remaining space: Ewen, Julian, Nicholas. None of the names were familiar.

Relaxing her block on Nathaniel, Tamara reached out with her thoughts. “Why me? Why would I be chosen?”

“I have no idea,” Nathaniel spat. “The magic is expected to choose someone worthy—” 

“Fine. If you’re going to be like that, I’ll block you out again.” 

“Don’t you dare disrespect me further! I would never have treated my predecessor the way—”

Tamara hissed through her teeth as she closed down the connection, swaying back and forth until her heart rate slowed. The confrontation with Nathaniel wasn’t helping her nerves. She shut the book, but a spasm of pain as she struggled to lift it told her she couldn’t ignore her wrist injury any longer. 

With a deep breath, she reached for her magic and realised that it was hardly depleted. The energy lost during a meltdown would usually leave her disorientated, but this time she had none of the tell-tale signs of magic sickness. The answer came to her almost as soon as the question - Aiden’s words, from the day he had shown her the book. 

A spell that made them the strongest mages in Ardveld. The Champion spell was the only known way for a person to change their natural power level. 

The gunshot echoed in her memory, and Tamara dug her fingers into her palm. Nathaniel’s voice must have been the one she had blocked out in the passageway, which meant Matthew’s passing had been the trigger.

She pushed away the thoughts that threatened to drag her back into despair, instead focussing on the spell she needed. Healing wasn’t easy and she hoped she wasn’t dealing with much more than a bruise. With her intent defined, she sent a flow of energy towards the source of the pain, speeding up the natural recovery until the discomfort in her wrist reduced enough that she could flex it. 

This time it was only fatigue that impaired her as she stumbled with the book to her desk. The bottom drawer was locked, with the key still in the hole, but the locking spell she’d placed there rendered it superfluous. Inside were the documents she had brought from the police station in Golebach, along with the few belongings that Alex and Eira had with them when they were taken into custody. Alone, Aiden’s book wasn’t incriminating, but any connection to Alex had to be destroyed. It might be the last thing she could do for him.

Tamara reached for the drawer, then stopped. She pulled the book towards her and turned back to the page on Ardveld’s Champions.

“Who is Oliver?”

Nathaniel’s emotions flooded her mind once more as he drew close; he was still prickly, but to her relief he didn’t berate her. “What do you mean?”

“Matthew said the name when he sent Alex and Eira into the passage. He said Oliver would be waiting at the end for them.” She looked down at the book in front of her. “I wondered if he might have been a Champion, but his name isn’t here.” It was stupid, really. Surely it would have been known if a Champion had survived. Then again, Matthew somehow had.

“Oliver is alive?” Nathaniel seemed to forget his anger as Tamara felt his hope surge. 

“I don’t know, I just heard the name,” she replied carefully. “Who is he?”

An image flickered into her mind - a young man with straight, sandy hair that flopped around golden-brown eyes. The emerald frock coat he wore was tailored to a gangly form that hadn’t yet filled out enough to catch up with his height. He only looked around Alex’s age - not what she’d been expecting at all.

“He was Ewen’s apprentice,” Nathaniel said over the memory. “Ewen always said that he never had the time to waste on more than one Potential, though I did try to convince him that it was risky business.” 

“Potential? What’s that?”

Nathaniel exuded exasperation. “Potentials were raised with the Royal Family. They came from high magic families and were trained, practically from birth, to be the next generation of Champions. Never in my memory, nor that of any of my predecessors, has anyone outside of that structure awoken!”

“They must have all died in the takeover,” Tamara mused, a thought that seemed somehow worse after seeing the image of Oliver. They weren’t much more than teenagers. “Could that explain why the role has… come to me?”

“I don’t know. You haven’t given me any answers and I don’t have any for you.”

The lock spell flared as Tamara opened the draw. She pulled out a clear plastic bag and tipped the contents out onto the table. Coins, the stub of a bus ticket, a tangled mess of headphones attached to a music player… but it was another device that she was looking for.

“What’s that?”

“Alex’s phone,” Tamara replied as she picked up the mobile. “It’s possible that Oliver’s number is in there.”

“Alex’s phone?” Nathaniel seemed confused. “You mean you have a telephone number for his house?”

“No, I have his mobile phone.” She held down the button on the top of the smooth, grey case and the monochrome display glowed into life. Not locked. That was a relief. A second later, she almost dropped it as the phone buzzed in her hand. Missed call. Her stomach twisted as the notifications piled up. 

“How many years did you say it had been?” 

“Over twenty.” Tamara answered as she clicked through to the contacts. There it was, in bold pixelated text: Uncle Oliver. Her thumb hovered over the call button, but she couldn’t bring herself to press it. What would she even say? The thought of having to break the news about Matthew made her feel sick.

“Why are you waiting?” Nathaniel didn’t hide his impatience, but phone calls broke her out in a sweat at the best of times. Right now, she was exhausted. Tamara pushed the top button on the mobile again, the glowing screen blinking away to black. “What are you doing?”

“I can’t speak to him.” She shook her head. No amount of magic could fix how drained she felt by the past few hours. Even if Oliver answered, she doubted she would be able to force any words out. 

“Don’t be ridiculous!”

“I can’t!” Tamara interrupted. “I will. I promise. I just… I just need some time.
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THE FEW BAGS that Oliver, Matthew and Dory had brought with them were stacked on the neatly made bed. Essentials only; he’d recommended they travel light. 

	Oliver had the distant thought that he should move them, but his arms didn’t respond. Instead, he let himself drift towards the curtain-covered window. It seemed so long ago now that he had closed them. For some reason, he had felt it important. 

Perhaps that was why it smelled so stale in here. Maybe he should open the windows more. As he reached out, he caught sight of his fingers, crusted over with blood. Strange… He pressed his thumb against the chipped nail, studying the sharp pain that stabbed through the wound as he remembered pummelling the wall in that cold wine cellar. Alex and Eira must have been so frightened, watching him.

They’d broken the news, though he didn’t know if he could have done it without Eira. The girl was barely an adult, but she put him to shame. 

Oliver pressed at his fingers until they began bleeding again. He should have done better. Should have said something useful, something to comfort them. Every time he closed his eyes, he saw the devastation on Alex’s face anew. 

He supposed he would have to tell Matthew... The thought stopped almost as soon as it had begun, and Oliver let the bed catch him as he finally gave up on standing.

“Oliver.” Ewen’s voice pushed into his mind, but he didn’t respond. “Oliver, come on now.” It wouldn’t take much effort to shut out his mentor’s presence, but he couldn’t seem to process the task. It was easier to just let the words wash over him. “You can’t do this. Alex needs you. You need to compose yourself.” 

He lowered his head into his hands, palms pressed over his eyes. The way Alex had looked at him before… He was sure he was the last person the boy would want to see.

“You know that’s not true,” Ewen responded. “Matthew would want—”

“Don’t talk to me about what he would want! Don’t you dare. Not now.” 

Ewen’s presence pulled back and Oliver suddenly felt alone. The corner of a bag was digging uncomfortably into his side, and he shoved it away. For a moment it teetered at the edge of the bed, then it tumbled over the side, contents spilling across the worn carpet. With a stifled howl, he threw himself down against the sheets and turned his face into the pillow.

“I’ve been in your place, Oliver, but dwelling on emotion is a luxury we can ill afford.” His mentor’s words cut through the muffled silence, and Oliver now noticed a quiet sorrow that was not his own.

“He wasn’t— Matthew wasn’t just... He was my friend.” Damp fabric clung to Oliver’s cheek as he lifted his head. A light pattering sound told him the storm had passed and morphed into a summer drizzle; the fuzzy glow of the afternoon sun was still visible through the closed curtains. He wondered what time it was, and how long it had been. 

“Matthew was your King first.” Relentless as ever, there was no sympathy from Ewen now. “You have a duty to perform. They’re going to come to you soon, looking for answers. Looking for guidance. And you need to provide it.”

“What guidance can I give? If my guidance was worth anything, Matthew would still be alive. Alex would still have a father.” Oliver drew a ragged breath. “I don’t want to do this anymore.”

“Your feelings are of no consequence. It is the price we pay for being chosen—”

“Chosen? You chose me! I was a child!” 

He’d never questioned it. Too young to inherit his parent’s estate after their passing, it made sense that he was offered to the Palace as a Potential. It wasn’t until he was being shunned by his peers that he realised he was different, and by that point he was too busy with his duties to care. “I never had a choice.” 

Ewen’s silence gave away nothing. What did it matter, anyway? He’d long ago given up on the world he had been born into. “I wouldn’t have cared if it ended with us. I just wanted to see Matthew live a good life.” Oliver shut his eyes, as if it would stop the memories from coming. “I know... I know you always expected more from me.”

“We can never see every outcome.” A faint knock interrupted the silent conversation. “I feel your grief as my own, my friend. With time, it will ease.” 

Ewen’s presence faded, and Oliver became aware of the door to the room being opened. He pushed himself up, hastily rubbing the redness from his eyes.

Dorothea was there, a smudged silhouette leaning hesitantly into the room. “Hey, Ollie,” she said gently. “You’ve been in here a while. I thought maybe you could use a tea.”

He blinked to clear his vision, then remembered that all his usual magic had faded along with his will. Fixing his eyesight had become so natural that he barely noticed the spell anymore, but right now, even that seemed pointless. Instead, Oliver tried to muster a weak smile. “Thank you.” 

“I’m sorry about the mug.” Dorothea picked her way through the spilled contents of the bag, passing the drink across before settling on the bed beside him. “I don’t think I’m really thinking right now.” 

He looked down at the cup. I hate Mondays was scrawled along the side, above a cartoon face with X’s for eyes. One of the ones he’d picked up from the last office clear-out at the accountancy firm. A bitter laugh stuck in his throat and became a sob. Eyes stinging, he turned away from Dorothea before she could see. 

Her arm curled around him, which did nothing to slow the tears. “I’m so sorry, Ollie.” 

He leant against her as grief wracked his body. The mug in his hands was scalding, but he gripped it tight, the discomfort a welcome distraction from the weight in his chest. He wanted to say that he was the one who was sorry, that none of this should have happened, but he couldn’t get the words out.

They sat together in silence until the wave eased. Eventually Oliver pushed himself straight and Dorothea’s arm dropped away as he took a sip of the tea. It was sweet and milky and helped to settle the nausea in his stomach.

“Thank you,” he said. “I mean, I’m sorry. This is wrong. You shouldn’t be comforting me.”

“We can comfort each other,” Dory said, gripping his hand, and Oliver met her eyes. In the dim light he could make out the puffiness in her face, but the tears that had been there no longer showed. 

“Is Alex doing okay? And Eira? Are they coping?”

“He’s... alright.” Dorothea looked away. “Well, as alright as you could expect.” There was a pause. “It’s hard when… When he didn’t see it. I know you wouldn’t have told us if you didn’t know for sure.”

“I wish I didn’t.”

A burst of shouting from outside made him tense, until he realised it was only revellers from a nearby pub. Dorothea got up and pulled the curtain back to look. 

“I’d forgotten,” she murmured, almost to herself. “Of course, it’s a holiday. I guess we should expect noise tonight. I was going to open the window, but if you think it’s too loud…?” 

“Please do,” Oliver replied. “The air feels close in here, and I would rather be able to listen out.”

A breeze caught the curtain as the window opened. Cool air brought in the scent of dampened dirt from the sun-baked ground. Oliver finished his tea and placed the mug down onto the bedside table.

“Are we in danger, Oliver?” Dorothea didn’t turn from the window.

“I don’t know.” 

He didn’t know, though he would need to assume the worst. The plan that he and Matthew had made was in tatters and he had no idea what to do.

As if following his thoughts, Dorothea didn’t ask any more. “I’m going to see about making some food,” she said, moving to take the mug, but Oliver put his hand out to stop her.

“Please, you don’t need to take it. The dishes can wait.” 

“Honestly, I’d rather have the distraction.” 

Without the strength to protest, he just nodded. “I think there’s some pasta in the cupboard. Tins, too. I’ll come—”

“I’m sure I can figure it out myself,” Dorothea interrupted him, not unkindly. “Take as long as you need.” Relieved he didn’t have to try to stand, Oliver let himself slump back onto the bed. The door closed softly behind her as she left and he found himself once again alone, listening to the rain.










A CRY FROM the living room jolted him out of a dreamless sleep. It was darker now, though he still had no clear way of knowing how much time had passed. 

“Oliver!” 

It was Dorothea’s voice that called for him, her fear apparent even through the closed door. He flung himself to his feet, vision fading to a rush of black dots that caused him to stagger into the door frame as he groped for the handle. Automatically he reached for his magic to establish his spells, sight returning as he opened the bedroom door. 

Dorothea, Alex and Eira were huddled near the entrance to the hallway. Fury clouded Alex’s expression, and as he looked closer Oliver saw that Dorothea was gripping his arm. A loud knock from the front door interrupted Oliver before he could speak and the four of them snapped around to face the sound.

“Don’t move,” Oliver said, with all the calm he could muster. He reached out for Ewen, mentally imparting the events to his mentor as he swept into his mind. “No-one should know about this place.”

“It’s a palace guard,” Eira whispered. “I looked through the keyhole when I heard a knock.”

Tension stiffened Oliver’s body. “All of you, get to the kitchen. There’s a door there that will lead you out the back.” He nodded at Eira. 

“Nicholas can watch over them if it comes to it.” Ewen voiced Oliver’s own thought. Nicholas had been the last Friend — one of Matthew’s father’s Champions. If he didn’t make it out then at least, through Eira, the others would have some guidance. 

“No! I’m not running away again!” Alex shook off his mother’s arm with a growl, and Oliver sensed the rush of magic from him, unconstrained in his anger.

“Alex—”

“They killed Dad!” His words ripped through Oliver’s heart. Alex’s anger was understandable, but his safety was more important. He didn’t think he could cope with another loss.

Another knock came from the door, this time more urgent. “Matthew? Oliver? You there, mate?” The voice was familiar, and Oliver’s mouth fell open in surprise. “If you don’t answer, I’m just gonna come in, okay?”

Ignoring their stares, he pushed past the others towards the door. 

“Oliver! What are you doing?” Dorothea cried out as he pulled it open. 

Roy jumped back as Oliver took in the sight of him. He was dressed as Eira had said, head to toe in the uniform of a palace guard. For a second, they stared at each other in silence, then Roy raised his hand in a wave.

“Hey.”
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“NO! YOU PROMISED me you would make the call to Oliver. You’re being ridiculous.” 

Tamara held her emotions steady as she moved into the corridor and pulled the door to her rooms closed. Nathaniel’s scolding was expected, but she still didn’t want him to see her doubts. “And what would I tell him if I called him now?” 

“You tell him who you are, and we arrange to meet.”

He said it like it was simple, but she didn’t agree. Alex’s phone weighed heavily in her pocket, a constant reminder of how long it had been. She’d only intended to rest for an hour or so, but the sun streaming through the window as she awoke told her it had been much longer. A look at the clock confirmed it. Eleven in the morning; almost a day since the events at the garden party, and she still had no answers for Alex.

At least she’d been able to change clothes. Soft brown leggings and a navy tunic replaced yesterday’s summer dress, with flat shoes, in case she needed to run.

“You want me to tell him I watched Matthew die and did nothing?” She very much doubted that Oliver would offer a warm welcome to the person who had brought Alex to the palace in the first place. 

“Regardless of how you came to be a Champion, your place is with the King. They trust the system. They will accept you.”

“They deserve answers. I owe it to him to say why it happened. I owe it to Alex.” It was only a half-truth, and she knew it. Even as she was unable to wipe the image from her mind, she couldn’t bring herself to believe Morgan had wanted to pull that trigger.

“You don’t need those answers,” Nathaniel said, dismissing her with a coldness that didn’t hide his simmering resentment. “Morgan killed everyone I ever loved. Surely that is enough?”

“There has to be more to it! I watched Morgan, trying to stop Aiden from taking him. I know he didn’t want Matthew dead—”

“And yet you saw it with your own eyes. When will you face the evidence in front of you? People like him don’t change,” Nathaniel spat. “You could be walking us to our death!”

Something behind his words gave her pause. They had passed into the gilded rooms of the main palace, as though somehow retracing her steps to Morgan’s office from a week before. Silent and empty, the white and gold halls now seemed clinically sinister. 

“Are you afraid?” She ventured the question without judgement. Fear wasn’t an emotion she would have expected from the Guardian, but there was an urgency beside his anger that she couldn’t place. It made sense, though, she realised; if she died, Nathaniel would be gone for good. The thought of waking up in the body of a stranger herself, was too uncomfortable to dwell on.

“Never,” Nathaniel replied. “I would happily give my life for king, country and even for revenge. But my duty lies with Alex. To throw our lives away here will count for nothing. We should be by his side.”

The door to Morgan’s office came into view as she rounded the stairs, the gold plaque beside it displaying the title of High Minister. Something about it looked different, and as she got closer, she noted that the plinth that had been standing beside it was now gone. 

Swallowing her nerves, she raised a hand to knock, but then let it fall again without a sound. “Morgan wouldn’t try to hurt me.” Her reassuring words were as much for herself as for Nathaniel. “Besides, I’m strong enough to face anyone here, especially as a Champion.” 

“We thought the same.”

Tamara shook off the tremor that followed his words. “This might be a hard conversation for you to sit through. If it helps, I can shut you out?”

“Oh, no. I want to look the murderer in the eyes.”

As she reached towards the door, Tamara realised the enchantments that should have been there were conspicuously absent. Someone had broken in, she remembered, but surely the lock should have been replaced by now…? With no magical ability, Morgan wouldn’t be able to tell.

She closed her eyes and inhaled. There was no point knocking; if he was there, then he would just send her away. Giving up on slowing her racing heart, she entered the room. 

Morgan stood in front of the window, looking out at the grey sky. Whatever sun had woken her that morning had now vanished behind the threat of another summer storm. He turned upon hearing the door, eyes widening as he saw her, and Nathaniel’s rage blazed inside her enough that she found herself clenching her fists.

“We need to talk.” Tamara suppressed the snarl that threatened to accompany the words, pushing down the anger that wasn’t her own.

“We have nothing to discuss. You need to leave.” 

“No.” The door clicked shut behind her and Tamara weaved a simple lock to prevent interruption. “I’m not going until I get an explanation.” She stood as tall as her height would let her, glaring into Morgan’s eyes until he looked away.

“I could call the guards to have you removed,” he said, eyes darting towards the heavy desk to her left.

Tamara folded her arms. “Try it. I’d like to see how well their training holds up.” She sent a burst of energy into her shield, which expanded it wide enough that the surrounding air flickered visibly in the gloomy room.

“Against you?” Morgan breathed a soft laugh. “I would rather not risk the structural integrity of my office. The hallway has seen enough destruction already.” She didn’t quite follow, but at least the tension seemed to have eased. “Why are you here, Tamara?”

For you. The answer she didn’t want to admit came unbidden to her mind. She forced it back before Nathaniel made a comment. “You warned me about Aiden. Why?” She moved closer, seeing Morgan’s surprise. “I saw him there. In the throne room.”

“That doesn’t concern you.”

“You have no idea how much it concerns me.”

For a moment he didn’t answer, then he sighed. “Mages that get close to my nephew have a nasty habit of disappearing. I couldn’t let him…” Morgan’s voice seemed to catch. “Not to you.”

Tamara blinked, trying to ignore the emotion that stirred inside her at his admission. She was fixed under his gaze, the blue of his eyes almost hidden by the deep black of pupils blown wide in the dim light. 

“Disappearing? What do you mean?” 

“I mean exactly that. Research assistants. Mages at his company. Too many vanish and are never heard from again.”

“But—” She paused, her breathing shallow as though the air had fled the room. “How? How does nobody notice, or care? Wouldn’t there be an investigation?” It wasn’t possible for something like that to not make the news.

“I know very little of the workings of it.” Morgan took a step backwards and Tamara felt herself breathe again. “Finding a reliable source is difficult at best, and his status has done much to protect him. I have been strongly encouraged to turn a blind eye, even when weapons of his making are unleashed upon our own city.”

“The magical attack last week was Aiden?” No wonder he had warned her off the investigation. But Aiden wasn’t a mage. For him to have made a magical weapon... It flew in the face of everything Tamara knew about magic. 

“The weapon used was certainly of his creation, though he seemed surprised that one had made it into public hands.” 

“But how can you just— you’re suggesting that he’s killing people!”

“Those who worked with him did so voluntarily,” he said coolly. “Though who would feel safe in turning down the Arch Canlaw’s son?” 

A distant rumble heralded the arrival of a storm. Tamara watched as the first droplets of rain chased each other down the glass, puddling together at the bottom of the pane. 

“Then Matthew...” Tamara trailed off as Morgan’s face twisted into a grimace. “What was Aiden going to do to him?”

“Aiden was always fascinated by magic,” Morgan murmured. “The Royal Family and the Champions. Even as a child he’d ask me about them, every time he came here. The idea of people gaining magic ability — being chosen.” He turned back to meet her eyes. “I don’t want to imagine what he would do to someone who could provide that information.”

The memory of Aiden showing her the book on Ardveld’s Royal Family sprung into her mind. We could find out! Experiment! His words took on a much darker meaning as she realised why he had latched onto any evidence of their survival so quickly.

“If he finds out about Alex...” Nathaniel’s fear echoed her own.

Morgan’s lips were pursed into a fine line, and he looked as pale now as he had been standing over Matthew’s body. After everything he had told her about the takeover. His panic on the balcony outside the dinner party. Making that decision must have been unimaginable.

“Don’t do that.” Morgan turned to her, and this time she looked away. “Don’t ever pity me for what I’ve done.” 

A piercing fury from Nathaniel answered his words, and Tamara suddenly felt cold, despite the still warmth of the closed office.

“What happened during the takeover?” 

“You already know.”

“I know the official story. I want to hear it from you.” She couldn’t tell him how personal the information was now. 

“Hmmm.” Morgan turned from the window and lowered himself into one of the chairs by his desk. “How much time do you have?” 

Without replying, Tamara took the seat beside him. 

“I’m sure you know that Vailberg was once a multitude of scattered territories, before uniting under my parents.” 

She nodded, watching as Morgan ran a thumb over the knuckles of his other hand. Even now, despite technically being incorporated into Vailberg, Avel Kifaeros was still fiercely loyal to its own identity.

“A predominantly magicless population,” he continued. “Even after unification, Ardveld paid no mind to a self-declared country still clawing its way towards civilisation. Their own land relied on inborn status. A magic based hierarchy of which we would have been the lowest. It wasn’t until their own citizens began utilising our advancements that Ardveld’s leaders noticed what Vailberg had become.”

It was difficult to imagine a time when Ardveld had been the dominant power. Tamara had been only eleven years old when the takeover happened, and by that time Vailberg was well-established as a technological powerhouse. 

“Their attempts to destabilise what we had built came quickly after that,” Morgan continued. “Disputes between former territories arose, despite years of holding a united identity. I was twenty-one when it escalated into an attempt on my sister’s life.”

“That’s ridiculous!” Nathaniel’s words boomed through Tamara’s mind and she startled at the sensation.

“Ardveld tried to assassinate the Arch Canlaw?” Tamara asked the question for them both. To her relief, Morgan didn’t seem to have noticed her reaction to Nathaniel’s interruption.

“If Ardveld wanted her dead, then she would have been. It was a Velbian national, spurred on by a desire for independence. We put the forming rebellion down, but Ardveld’s interference had become too much to cope with.” 

“No. Julian wouldn’t interfere with Velbian politics.” Nathaniel said, but his voice was quiet and uncertain. “Surely, I would have known...”

Morgan brushed a palm across his knee, then let hands fall to his sides. “I volunteered immediately to lead the mission. We needed someone with enough status to ensure that the entire royal entourage would be present, and by then I had enough for that.”

“How, though?” They were the strongest mages in the country. No non-magic weapon should have been able to overpower them.

Morgan looked her up and down. “You use a shield, correct?” 

Tamara nodded. She ran one so often it was effortless, scarcely noting the force of will or energy loss. 

“You are actually rather skilled,” Nathaniel mumbled, and she wondered if he had intended to share that thought.

“A mage shield will block a physical attack. It will block a magic attack if the mage is powerful enough. It’s why Velbian weaponry is traditionally ineffective against mages.” Morgan listed these facts without emotion. “But tell me, when you use a full shield, how do you breathe?”

Tamara’s brow furrowed in confusion. “Breathe? Well, the same as always—” She stopped, feeling Morgan watching her as she thought. Even with a constant shield running close to her body, she had never considered casting it strong enough to block airflow. “Air just… passes through,” she whispered.

“Even the strongest mage is helpless when unconscious,” Morgan continued. “Velbian weapons were no threat to them. The canisters we smuggled in raised no alarm.”

“What…?” A sickness rose at the back of her throat as Nathaniel responded to the words.

“You poisoned the air?” She almost didn’t believe it. The secret weapon. The mystery that had struck fear into the hearts of the Ardveldians and brought glory to Morgan in Vailberg was nothing more than an easy exploitation of a physical weakness.

“It didn’t kill them.” Morgan’s voice was flat, but she noticed his hands were shaking. “That was by design. We knew about the Champion succession, this inheritance of power that the Ardveldians prized. Our instructions were to remove the Prince and the Potentials first, then there would be nowhere for it to jump to.”

“But Matthew?” If they had been told to kill the Prince first, how could he have survived?

“The Prince never showed. Supposedly he had a habit of it. A flaw in our planning.” Morgan gave a thin smile. “I sent someone to search for him as discretely as I could, but we had no time to wait. Once I...” He faltered. “When the first gunshots went off, it didn’t take long to lose order.” The stories Tamara was told as a child came rushing to her, unwelcome, from her memory.

“After it was over, I went to find the man I’d sent. It was in the gardens that I found him. Dead. But he wasn’t alone. There was a boy... He was barely more than a boy.” He paused, and Tamara wasn’t sure if he was going to continue. Then he clenched his fist and his shaking stopped. “The body was put with the rest. It wasn’t the Prince; I knew well enough what he looked like. But it was easy to skew the numbers with so many dead. Who could question me?”

“So you knew that Matthew had survived.” Tamara stared at Morgan. “All that time... What if someone had found out?”

“I would have taken the consequences,” he shrugged. “The two that were with him, in the throne room — did they make it out?”

“I— I think so,” Tamara replied. “Listen, there’s something I need to tell you.”

“That Matthew had a child?” Morgan interrupted. “He confirmed as much himself.” 

“He told you?” The news that Matthew would willingly give up Alex’s existence was hard to believe.

“Not in as many words. It was easy enough to deduce from the situation. I assume, then, that it was you brought them here?”

“I didn’t know.” The explanation she had prepared tumbled out. “It was because of the explosion, the one in Golebach. Alex caused it. He didn’t mean to, and I couldn’t just leave them…” Morgan was listening patiently, though Tamara wasn’t confident she was making sense. “He told me he sensed magic there — magic only he could sense. It’s because he’s Matthew’s son.” She gripped her clothes nervously. “I only found out two days ago, but even then, I wasn’t sure I should...”

“You thought I would kill him?” It wasn’t a question. “Just the boy, then? There were two of them in the throne room.”

“Yes. Eira’s his friend. She was in Golebach with him.” She paused. “There’s something else. When Matthew— when he died, I... Something happened to me. I think it’s called an Awakening.”

Glancing up at Morgan’s face, she saw that his eyes had widened. “You hear them speaking? In your mind?”

“I— yes,” Tamara stuttered in surprise, the material of her tunic crumpled in her grip. “I don’t know how it happened, but—”

“I am aware of the effects of the Champion succession,” Morgan said, his expression grave. “Who is it?”

“His name is Nathaniel.”

“The King’s Commander,” he sighed. “After all these years… This complicates things.”

A sharp ringing made them both jump. Heart pounding, Tamara realised it was coming from the telephone on Morgan’s desk. He rose and lifted the receiver, leaving her waiting and uncertain. 

“Are you alright?” She nudged gently at Nathaniel’s presence. He had made no comment on the information she’d given up to Morgan, but he was still close, listening.

“No.” The reply was short and numb.

“I’m sorry you had to listen to that. Maybe I shouldn’t have—”

“Stop.” Nathaniel halted her stumbled apology. “For you, these events are history. For me, it was yesterday. I knew those people. Their names, their lives. That boy…” Pain flashed through her heart before Nathaniel pulled the emotion back. “I have no words for this. I need time to think.”

Abruptly, Nathaniel’s presence faded, taking with it a heavy weight she hadn’t realised was there. Across the desk, Morgan was nodding, phone held to his ear. It was impossible to tell what was being said on the other end from his brief responses, but his expression remained severe. By the time he placed the handset down, his mouth was set in a firm line.

“My sister is dead.”

For a moment, Tamara wasn’t convinced she had heard correctly. 

Kaylee. The Arch Canlaw. During her first meeting with Morgan, he had explained that his sister was unwell, but the timing of this seemed unreal. 

“I’m so sorry.” Tamara groped for some words of comfort, but Morgan waved her away.

“I should have suspected...” He leant stiffly against the desk, and Tamara strained to follow his words. Morgan lifted his head, and she saw fear written across his features. “This is my nephew’s doing.”

Tamara opened her mouth wordlessly. 

“I imagine he ordered it shortly after leaving me,” Morgan said. “There’s no doubt that he’s had people well-placed for months now. It seems my actions yesterday were sufficient to force his hand.”

“You think he did this because of Matthew?” Murdering his own mother, just for revenge on Morgan? “He can’t know, can he? About Alex? We were gone before he saw us.”

“As far as I’m aware, he never saw or heard anything about the boy,” Morgan confirmed. But Tamara’s mind was racing.

“Unless...” Her palms began to sweat as she remembered her last conversation with Aiden. “When I first brought Alex here, I asked Aiden about what had happened in Golebach. That’s what he wanted to speak to me about, the night of the dinner, and at the party yesterday. He’d somehow figured out that the sensing of ground magic meant a royal was involved.”

Morgan winced. “You told him Alex was in the palace?”

“I didn’t.” Tamara shook her head urgently. “I said I’d spoken to witnesses in Golebach, and he asked me to get back in touch with the police to find out more about them. I didn’t need to, of course, but if he thinks to contact the Golebach police himself, then the case notes will show it was two teenagers who were involved.” 

She tried to calm her breathing. Surely Aiden would more likely put the incident down to Matthew, the only royal who he had seen with his own eyes. But Matthew couldn’t pass for an eighteen-year-old.

“Aiden isn’t the type to leave any stone unturned. Not about this.” Morgan was looking at her intently. “You said he suspected Ardveldian royalty simply from your description of what happened at Golebach? If that’s correct, then it’s likely they don’t have long.” He looked even weaker than he had at the window, knuckles blanched as he gripped the edge of the desk.

Alex’s phone still rested in Tamara’s pocket, and she brushed her fingers across the shape of it. “I might be able to find them,” she said. “I think Alex has another Champion with him. I’m not sure they’ll trust me, but I have Alex’s mobile. Maybe we can at least send them a warning?”

“A warning isn’t going to do them much good. If they have any sense, then they will already be trying to get out of the country.” Morgan pressed his fingers against the bridge of his nose and exhaled. “Assuming Aiden is aware of the boy’s existence, then his first action will be to lock down the border.” 

Tamara felt her gaze being drawn to the window, as if the boundaries of Ardveld were close enough to see beyond the darkening sky. “How long will that take?”

“In theory, as long as it takes for Aiden to send the message. He’s Arch Canlaw,” Morgan replied. “However, for now at least, I still rule Ardveld. Call them. Tell them I’ll get them out.
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THE LIVING ROOM was heavy with the smell of coffee when Alex pushed open the door from the second bedroom. Dark and windowless, he had no way to tell how long it had been since he’d managed to fall asleep, but he wasn’t the first up.

The man who had turned up on the doorstep yesterday was slouched on the sofa, where he had presumably also slept. The guard’s jacket he had been wearing was slung across the edge of the seat. Oliver had introduced him as Roy, though had remained light on the details of how they had met, skulking off in the direction of the kitchen once he’d satisfied himself that the man knew nothing about Alex’s father’s death. Eira was perched on a chair opposite, and neither seemed to notice him enter.

“So when it happened, did you collapse too?” Eira asked, and Alex realised they had been in the middle of a conversation.

“Yeah, I did! I’d forgotten,” Roy replied. “I just put it down to some magical attack from the door I busted open. It wasn’t for long though, right?”

“I don’t think so. I don’t remember much apart from hearing the voice. After that…” She trailed off and Alex winced.

Roy sighed. “Sounds like it was pretty rough.” 

“Yeah.”

It was strange knowing that the change in Eira was because of him. Alex had read plenty about the Royal Champions in the past, but none of his books had mentioned hearing voices. Without Oliver’s confirmation, he would have struggled to believe it. Her energy felt different, though; she was much stronger, and he had to keep reminding himself that there was now someone else looking at him through her eyes. The unsettling realisation struck him, then, that in every interaction with his uncle, there always had been.

“It’s awful, isn’t it?” Roy exclaimed, and Alex felt another stab of hurt. “The guy just won’t shut up! Lurking there, poking his nose into every thought. Have they never heard of privacy?”

“You do realise you can block them out, right?” Eira laughed, and Alex saw Roy’s face crease with confusion. A faraway look came into his eyes, and his confusion turned to annoyance as he presumably communicated with whoever now shared his consciousness. 

It helped, listening to them talk. No-one seemed to want to say anything when he was around, as though they might make things worse. At least, for a little while, when he heard them chatting, he was thinking about something else.

A loud buzz cut through his thoughts, and Alex groped instinctively at his pockets, before remembering he no longer had his phone. A second later a jingling ringtone joined the sound, coming from where the coats hung next to the door.

Beside him, a door opened and Oliver rushed into the room. His usual suit jacket was creased, tie loose and askew. Like Alex, he must have slept in his clothes. Without acknowledging the others, he began to rummage through the hanging coats. Finally, he pulled out a mobile phone, but when he looked at the screen Alex saw him freeze. 

“What is it?” His mother poked her head out from the kitchen, the calm of her voice betrayed by the fact she was wringing a damp tea towel tightly in her hands. 

“It’s nothing. I’ll deal with it,” Oliver said sharply. He strode back into the bedroom and Alex overheard a hushed “Hello?” before the door was shut behind him.

Who would be calling Oliver now? Work, maybe, but his expression said it was something serious. Not that Alex knew anything about his uncle anymore. Was he even an accountant at all? He must be… Who would make that up?

“Is he always like that?” Alex looked up to see Roy leant over the back of the sofa, gesturing at the bedroom door. “I thought it was only with me.”

Towel over her arm, Dorothea crossed the room and swept Alex into a tight hug. “Hey, honey.” She held on a little longer than usual before letting go. “Did you get to sleep?” He nodded wordlessly and his mother gave a sad smile. “Why don’t you go and sit down? I’ll bring you a drink.” 

He heard Eira reply to Roy as he made his way over to the empty spot on the couch. “Yeah, Oliver’s always been a bit… uptight.” She turned to face him. “Are you okay?” Eira mouthed the words, but Alex looked away. It hurt to see the pity in his friend’s eyes.

To his left, Roy snorted. “Yeah, you should’ve seen him when I was at his other place. I thought he was gonna lose it when I spilled wine over his dressing gown.”

“You didn’t!” Eira gasped in mock horror and Alex couldn’t help a weak smile. His uncle always did seem to take these things very seriously.

“It wasn’t much!” Roy protested, propping a long leg up on the coffee table in front of them. “Though compared to this place, that house was pristine. This doesn’t seem like Oliver’s style at all.” 

He waved a hand at their surroundings, and Alex agreed. The room was cosy and comfortable, but the dark furnishings and dimmed lights were nothing like his uncle’s own home.

Roy cocked his head to the side, a distant look in his eyes once again. “Oh, Julian says it’s because this one’s still like it was when he left it. Julian is my head guy,” he explained, seeing Alex’s confusion. “He used to run these safe houses before Oliver did.” 

For some reason it hadn’t occurred to Alex that the Champions of old would have names. 

“Oh, and he says we shouldn’t ‘insult his decor.’” Roy made finger quotes in the air as he spoke. “Wanker.”

Having these extra participants in his conversations seemed like something Alex would have to get used to, though he hadn’t seen Eira communicate with her Champion since they’d arrived. “Is yours listening, too?” Alex asked the question hesitantly.

Eira shook her head. “No. It was a bit much for him, I think. For us both.” She brushed a lock of dark blonde hair out of her face; the sight of her natural hair colour was, to Alex, as much a sign of this bizarre situation as being in the safe house itself. 

“Still can’t believe you got one who leaves you alone,” Roy grumbled under his breath.

Silence had settled over the room when Alex’s mother came back from the kitchen, bringing with her a hot mug of tea and an offer to the others for more drinks. She looked so deflated at their polite refusal that Alex found himself wishing he could request another, despite the warmth of the mug in his hands. He understood not wanting to stop, as if the crushing grief could be outrun by an endless list of tasks. When she sat on the floor beside his seat, the pain on her face hurt him more than his own.

Everyone looked up expectantly when the bedroom door clicked open, eager for any news to break the monotony.

“That call was from the Head of Magical Affairs.” Oliver’s tone was sombre, but Alex’s heart leapt. “You mentioned her to me before —the one who helped you?”

“Tamara.” Alex’s voice shook as he spoke. “How? Did she say anything about Dad? Does she know what happened?”

“How the fuck does the Head of Magical Affairs have your number?” Roy added to the clamour from beside him.

Oliver held up a hand for silence. “She has your phone, Alex. That’s how she was able to contact us. And yes, she already knew about your father. I’m sorry.”

It was true then. If Tamara knew, then his dad really was dead. Guilt returned, heavy and suffocating. He’d been angry the last time they had spoken. Now he wanted to throw up, as though he could physically expel the ache he felt inside.

“There was nothing you could have done,” Oliver said gently. “Morgan wasn’t responsible.”

“What?” It was Eira who shouted. “Morgan was the only one there when we left. How could it have been anyone else?” She was scowling when Alex looked back, and he wondered if her Champion was there too.

Oliver met Alex’s eyes. “It was the Arch Canlaw’s son. Aiden Heliodor.”

“I bumped into him!” Roy exclaimed, shooting up onto his knees on the couch. “In the palace, after I set off the alarm. I didn’t think he was going to let me go.”

“In that case, it seems you should count yourself lucky,” Oliver replied. “She suspects that Aiden knows who Alex is and is hunting us — Ardveld’s Royal Family and Champions.” He hesitated. “The High Minister has apparently offered us his help to flee the country.”

A cacophony of voices rose in response. Alex let the sound wash over him as he tried to process Oliver's words. Aiden Heliodor had killed his father. He could now be coming for all of them. 

All because of me.

Roy’s voice rose above the others. “Have you gone absolutely insane? You can’t seriously be telling me you’re going to listen to her? How many years have you been hiding and now you’re just going to offer yourself right up to Morgan? I thought you were the smart one! Do you honestly not have a plan that doesn’t involve us working with a murderous dictator?”

“I had a plan!” Oliver shouted back, and Alex couldn’t remember if he’d ever heard his uncle raise his voice before. “I had a plan to get Matthew, Alex, and Dory out of Ardveld. I did not plan on having to deal with you! Or with—” Oliver broke off suddenly, and Alex watched his eyes flick from Roy to Eira. “Things have changed,” he finished weakly.

Alex took a second to catch up. The bags in the rooms made sense now; his parents had been planning for the three of them to leave the country. With no thought for what he wanted, and Eira—

“You were going to… leave me?” Eira’s quiet words were clearly audible in the silence.

“Eira. Please,” Oliver replied. “You have a home here, and it simply wasn’t feasible to—”

“What were you gonna do? Just pack me off on the train? No explanation?” She was seething. “You’ve known me my entire life! You know what it’s like at home.” Eira stopped, jaw clenched. “Xander was right about you.”

Oliver blinked. “Wait, Xander?” The emotion on his face was unreadable. “You... don’t have Nicholas with you?”

“His name’s Xander,” Eira confirmed. “He knows you, and he’s right. You’ve never care about anyone else’s feelings. I’m sorry we’re such an inconvenience to you and your carefully crafted plan,” she finished with a snarling sarcasm.

“Yeah, that was cold. Even Julian thinks so.” Roy turned away, flopping back down into his seat. “You really need to get over yourself.”

Alex saw his mother get up and head to Eria’s side. Her soothing words were inaudible, but he could guess well enough what was being said. On the other side of the sofa, Oliver stood frozen.

“How does Morgan plan to help us?” Alex asked, breaking the tense silence. Roy opened his mouth as if to protest but closed it when Alex shot him a glare.

“She says Morgan can help us head for Avel Kifaeros,” Oliver said with a sigh. “It’s close enough to our original plan, I suppose… And now, with so many of us here, I think it’s worth considering.” He gave Roy another warning glance. “That’s not all. Tamara told me they’d just received a call… One announcing the Arch Canlaw has died. They believe Aiden will use his new authority to close the borders, effectively trapping us in Ardveld.”

“Oh, so you and Tamara are on a first name basis now, are you?” Roy sneered. “Look, if it’s that close to your original plan, why not just go now? You’ll have better luck with that than with trusting some Velbian.”

“It’s not her I’m trusting!” Oliver flung out a hand in exasperation. “When Matthew died, Tamara awoke as a Champion. Just like you, and just like Eira. I may not trust her, but I trust Nathaniel.” 

The news struck Alex like a thunderbolt. Tamara was another of his Champions. With her, that was all of them. Four people whose lives had been shattered because of him. 

What did that even mean for her when she already worked for Morgan? It wasn’t like she could come with them if they left Ardveld, and it certainly didn’t seem like Roy had any intention of doing so either. Would they just be stuck like this their whole lives, former Champions in their minds without purpose?

“I still don’t believe it,” Roy said dismissively. “It’s an easy enough lie to make up, especially if she knows about you and Alex.”

“That’s why you and I are going to speak to her first,” Oliver said. “Ewen chose the location. Somewhere that was close to all the old Champions. She should only know where to meet us if Nathaniel is really with her. Alex and Eira will stay here with Dory until we’re confirmed the situation.”

“What?” Alex blurted out. “No! I am not staying here hiding like a child while you go off without me!” 

He was the one who knew Tamara. It was his fault she’d awakened. Now he was going to be excluded — left locked up again while everyone else decided his future for him? Alex felt like he’d gone from one prison to another, like some kind of artefact to be tucked safely away out of sight.

“I like how you just decided I would come with you.” Roy joined Alex’s complaints. “I told you — I came here to quit! I didn’t sign up for this.”

“You’re a Champion! You don’t get to quit!” Oliver looked at Roy with disbelief, before turning to Alex. “If Tamara really has awoken, then she could be in danger herself. I can’t just ignore it.”

“I don’t see why not?” Roy interrupted before Alex could respond. “If she’s dumb enough to get found out, that’s her problem. Someone else will just get the power then, right?” Roy shrugged, but looked away from all of them, as if trying to avoid the harshness of his own words.

“If she dies, then Nathaniel dies with her.” Oliver closed his eyes for a moment and took a deep breath. “The Champions have years of memories, going back from each of their predecessors. He won’t have had time to pass that knowledge on. We lose everything if there’s a mistake. Just like with Eira and Xander!”

Alex flinched at the word ‘mistake’ and looked over to see Eira still watching the conversation with narrowed eyes. Roy must have been feeling the same. A deep furrow had formed in his brow and his lip curled into a sneer.

“Morgan murdered my mother.” Roy pushed himself up, kneeling so he was level with Oliver’s eyes. “If you want to just ignore the past, go ahead, but don’t forget he wanted you dead too.”

“How dare you,” Oliver hissed. “I was there! I will never forget.” He was shaking as he pinned Roy with icy-gold eyes. “And where were you? Twenty-three years I’ve been doing this. Where were the rest of you when I was babysitting our Prince? When I was managing your safe houses? When I spent every day trying to protect him from whoever was coming for us next? I did everything. I had to be everything. Alone. And I still have to do everything! Do you think I ever got to have a choice?” 

Alex saw Oliver’s eyes flick to him for a split second, but it was enough.

“Go then!” Alex heard his own shout as if it came from someone else. He uncurled from the chair, throwing himself to his feet to face his uncle. “I didn’t ask for you to be here! I didn’t ask for any of this.”

“Alex, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean—” The darkness left Oliver’s voice as soon as it had come. He reached out, but Alex swatted his hand away.

“Get off me!” Hot anger burned inside him. “You say you were protecting Dad, but you didn’t, did you? You were supposed to be his Champion, but he’s still dead. Where was that in your damn plan?” 

“Alex, stop!” his mother cried out, but he didn’t care. 

“No! I’m just a job to him. Some obligation. Well, I don’t need anyone babysitting me. I’m not Dad!”

Oliver had fallen silent, his face drawn. Stiffly, he turned his back on the room, unhooking his coat from the hanger as he walked towards the front door.

“Ollie, don’t! Wait, please!” Dorothea stood up, but the door had already slammed shut. 

A hand over her face, she drooped against the couch and Alex’s anger was replaced by the cold trickle of guilt. Weak-limbed, he sank down onto the armrest.

“Hey, kid…” Roy looked over at him pityingly. “I’m gonna head to the pub. Want to get a drink?” Alex shook his head, unable to reply. Roy turned to Eira. “You?”

“Not right now,” she said softly.

“Suit yourself.” Roy nodded to Alex’s mother as he headed towards the door, but Dorothea didn’t look up. As the door slammed again, Alex let his tears fall.
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THE GROWING WARMTH of the day wasn’t yet enough to dry the puddles. Roy danced around one, shivering as a trickle of water from an awning above seeped through the white shirt he’d taken from the guard. Damn it. He didn’t have a coat anymore, and it wasn’t like he could go back and grab one. 

This close to the city centre, there were no shortage of pubs crammed full of people enjoying a lunchtime drink. Now that the rain had stopped, their patrons spilled back out into the streets, escaping the suffocating humidity of closely pressed bodies inside. 

Roy scanned his options, weighing up whether it was worth taking out another loan just so he could get pissed. There was a good reason he rarely came so close to these tourist-heavy spots, namely the outrageous prices they were charging for a pint.

“If I can make a suggestion…” Julian’s voice floated through his mind, but Roy pointedly ignored it. 

As he continued to wander aimlessly, an older bar caught his eye. Built into the corner of the street, the mahogany building had a curved facade with a black sign running along the top that declared it The Aqueduct.

Yearning emanated from Julian’s presence. “That one! Oh, come on...”

“Sod off.”

“Wait a second,” Julian continued, as if Roy hadn’t spoken. “You aren’t even barred! We can get in!”

“Like hell I’m going in there! I want to forget my worries, not add to them.” If anything, this place looked like it might be more expensive than the others. “And what are you talking about, barred? You were a Royal Champion!”

“Not when I was out drinking, I wasn’t. Go on. You look smart enough.”

“Don’t see why I should listen to you,” Roy grumbled, but it didn’t seem like he had many better options. “If it will get you to shut up, then fine. At least I’ll be able to sit down in peace.” With a sigh, he headed towards the bar’s double doors.

It was busy inside, but less so than Roy expected. Probably a consequence of the prices. Or maybe just because it’s barely one o’clock in the afternoon, he admitted to himself grudgingly. 

Most of the patrons were clustered around the bar; slipping through the crowd, Roy managed to order himself a pint of the cheapest beer they had on offer, before settling into an empty booth in a corner.

Roy ran a thumb along the smooth surface of his glass as he took in the room. The high ceiling was painted red, with a swirling pattern and a warm glow from electric lights likely intended to mimic their magelight predecessors.

He’d made it through half his pint before the uncharacteristic silence from Julian grew suspicious. “You’re not going to rip into me about what happened back there?” He sensed the Spy’s presence enough to know he was close, still watching.

“Oh, I can’t possibly comment.” Any emotion the man might have been feeling was well-hidden, and Roy continued to drink, trying to be grateful for the peace.

“You think Oliver’s going to go and meet this Head of Magic Affairs by himself?” He sent the words after a few more minutes of silence.

“I’m sure that’s likely.” Julian’s reply triggered a pang of regret. “I’m not concerned. He and Ewen are certainly capable. Quite frankly, I’m not sure what use you would have been to him.”

“I can shut you off, you know.” Roy scowled at the remains of his pint. “You lied to me.” Julian didn’t respond and he downed the rest. 

Roy was sure now that there was never any chance of reversing the Awakening. His only option was to spend the rest of his life forcing Julian from his mind, and he only found out he could do that because of Eira. If there was anyone he wanted even less to do with than Morgan, it was the Royal Family, and now he was stuck with a permanent reminder. Even the small satisfaction he’d felt as his incompetence caused Julian frustration had dried up, mainly because the Spy no longer seemed to care.

“How about we get another drink?” Julian commented as Roy placed his empty pint glass on the table. “There’s something I need to tell you.”

“Oh, yeah? Something else to manipulate me?”

 “You can decide that for yourself after you hear it.”

With an audible groan, Roy slunk back to the bar. He deposited his pint glass on the countertop and scanned the colourful array of bottles that lined the upper shelves as he waited to be served.

“That one there.” Julian drew Roy’s eyes to an unassuming amber bottle.

“Uh-uh.” Roy began to shake his head at the inaudible conversation before catching himself. “I don’t do fancy drinks.”

“Trust me. Ask for a dash of elderflower. On ice.”

“I said no.” He forced a smile at the approaching bartender, raising a hand in greeting. 

“Don’t make me beg,” Julian whined in his head and Roy suppressed a sigh. 

A few minutes later he returned to his booth, tumbler in hand, and feeling ripped off considering the scant amount of liquid he’d received for his money. When he tilted his wrist, the ice cubes clinked satisfyingly against the edge of the glass, and he swirled them around before giving the drink a suspicious sniff.

“I hope you’re figuring out a way to pay for this.” He shot the thought at Julian as he took a sip. A caramel sweetness coated his tongue, chased instantly by a fire that settled comfortably in his stomach. Roy licked his lips.

“I’m confident I have at least one bank account that Ewen never needed to plunder in my absence.” If Julian had a face, he was sure he would be smirking. “I was right, then.”

Roy knew he didn’t need to respond. Instead, he lifted the glass again, this time savouring the honeyed, woody smell that filled his nostrils.

“What’s your issue with Ardveld’s royalty, then?” Julian’s question caught him off guard. “It appears to me that you dislike us almost as much as Morgan himself.”

“You know why. You’ve poked your nose into my mind enough. My mum was killed, just because she worked at the palace. A ton of innocent people were. Your lot always made out you were so special, so much more worthy than the rest of us, but you didn’t even see it coming.” He realised he was gripping his glass tightly. “Mum never cared about your politics, but she died anyway. She never came home, because of you.”

Roy wondered if he’d hit a nerve. He could sense Julian’s emotion had soured, but when the Spy’s response came, it was calm. “Celia cared more than you realise.”

“I thought I told you to stay the fuck out of my memories,” he snarled at the use of his mother’s name.

“It’s not your memory, Roy,” Julian replied. “It’s mine.” 

An image flickered into Roy’s mind. A portrait-lined room with a high ceiling and silver patterning on dark blue doors. He knew without needing to ask that this was the palace. Muffled chatter came from the shut-off dining room next door, but it was the woman in front of him that caught his attention. Her dark, bobbed hair framed a face tense with concern, and Roy’s heart quickened as recognition dawned. She looked so different in this memory - serious, professional. Shorter, he realised, suddenly aware that he was looking at her through Julian’s eyes.

“We found these in their belongings.” Roy’s mother’s voice was distant but brought with it a wave of longing. She was holding some kind of metal canister, but he couldn’t work out what it was before an ear-splitting bang made them both jump. The vision whirled towards the doors, just as the memory faded.

“Wait! Bring it back!” Roy tried to grasp for the image, but nothing came.

“I won’t show you any more,” Julian said. “She’d been watching them for some time but wasn’t able to pinpoint anything to confirm her suspicions. That day, Celia came to me but... it was too late.”

A multitude of emotions hit Roy at once. If that memory was from the day of the takeover, then that meant it was moments before Julian’s death. Moments before his mother’s death. Roy understood now why Julian had refused to show him the rest. 

“She worked for you.”

“Did you really think that just anyone can do the kind of spell-breaking she taught you? Of course she worked for me,” Julian said. “Perhaps I should have recognised you immediately, but then again, it’s hard to see your face from inside your mind.”

Another image came to Roy; this time, a group of people were holding drinks and laughing together outside in the sunshine. A pudgy toddler with familiar red-brown hair stumbled his way across the neatly manicured lawn towards them, holding a fistful of grass. Roy saw his mother again, younger this time, but her smile matching up with his own memories. She bent down and scooped the boy up, resting him on her hip as he fought to get back down.

“I met you at one or two of our little parties.” The unusual affection in Julian’s voice gave Roy a wave of embarrassment. “You’ve grown somewhat.”

“I don’t remember any of that.” 

She’d looked happy there, with her colleagues. Even moments before the takeover, there had been a determination in his mother’s eyes. It surprised him. Roy had never known what she actually did at the palace, he realised. He’d always believed it was just a job - an obligation drawing her away from her real life until it took her away completely.

“You were very small. She stopped bringing you as you got older - I believe your father didn’t approve?”

“Sounds like him.” Roy took a mouthful of the sweet drink to purge the bitterness that came at the mention of his father. The man’s usual tirade echoed through his head as if he had just heard it.  Work was keeping her away. He shouldn’t be left looking after ‘the little shit’. “We haven’t spoken in years.” It was long enough that Roy could almost pretend he never thought of him. 

“I wish I could say I was more surprised.”

Roy tilted his head. “What do you mean?”

“Celia occasionally spoke about her home life. It wasn’t my place, but...” Julian paused, and Roy could tell he wasn’t sure how much he should say, but the affirmation had taken him by surprise. 

There was no way Julian could know what had happened after the takeover. The rages. The drinking. It had never been his father’s job to raise him, if you could even call it that. Roy knew he’d just been another burden on top of the grief, but if it wasn’t for the Royal Family, those things would never have happened. His mother would still be alive.

“I’m sorry. I should have considered the threat with the gravity it deserved. I just never believed—” For the first time, Julian’s thoughts were heavy with remorse and Roy felt his own anguish magnified through their connection.

“I walked straight into it, like a fool,” Julian spat, and Roy realised he knew how the Velbians had done it. “The pressurised containers; they must have affected the air—” He stopped, as though aware of the implications. “All I remember is becoming light-headed and then, nothing,” he continued gently. “There was no pain.”

 Roy drew a juddering breath. “I guess I should thank you for telling me.” There was a satisfying burn as he downed the last of the drink. “Even though it took you long enough.”

“You seemed like a flight risk. It wouldn’t have been prudent to take any chances,” Julian said, sounding like he was back to normal. “Besides, I’d already died enough times for one day.”

Roy snorted as he swirled the melting remains of the ice around the now empty glass. He finally had the answer. Something he’d spent so many years wondering about, and yet now it seemed almost insignificant. He’d never signed up for this Champion thing; he was happy being alone. And yet, for a moment there... 

Part of him had wanted to see Matthew again when he got to that safe house, but now he was gone. Alex had lost his father, and Oliver... Roy couldn’t ignore the tug in his heart as he considered the prickly Tactician. “Hmmm. I thought you said you weren’t going to manipulate me anymore.” 

“I believe I said that you could decide for yourself.”

“Go on then.” Roy set his glass down and got to his feet. “Where do I find him?
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“ARE YOU SURE you’re comfortable going alone?” Morgan kept his voice low as he followed Tamara into the dark, empty hall.

“I don’t believe Oliver will want to fight, especially if Alex is there.” She turned to face him and smiled with an assurance she wished she truly felt. “Besides, it would probably create more problems if you were with me.” Morgan wouldn’t be much use in a fight between mages anyway, but Tamara kept that thought to herself.

Morgan made a sound of reluctant agreement. “It’s not Oliver that I’m worried about. Verdant Park is public enough, but we have to assume Aiden already has people out looking for them.” 

“There’s no way he can know for sure where we’ll be,” Tamara replied. “If it looks like there’s any danger, I’ll leave immediately.” She glanced over her shoulder, but the corridor remained as deserted as it had been moments before. “It’s so quiet.”

“I sent the staff home. As many as we can do without.”

It took a moment for her to understand the implication. If Aiden made a move against Morgan, he would be completely alone. Apparently, he intended for it to be that way. 

“Now I’m worried about leaving.”

“Don’t be. The chances of anything happening here are low, and you have bigger concerns.” He seemed confident, but Tamara couldn’t tell if it was a lie to make her feel better. “I trust you will be reassured if I stay in my office?”

She nodded. With Nathaniel’s help, she had recrafted the lock on the office door. It was now an advanced spell of a kind she’d never seen, and though she didn’t know how well it would hold up to Aiden’s mage guard, it should at least provide some protection. 

Morgan took a step towards her, and Tamara had the sudden compulsion to pull him into a farewell embrace. She caught herself when she saw the hand he offered instead, accepting the handshake with a flush of embarrassment, and hoping he hadn’t realised. 

“We’ll speak soon.” Inclining his head in farewell, Morgan released her, leaving Tamara’s hand tingling at the absence of his warmth. 

“Were you really about to hug the man who murdered me?” Nathaniel commented scathingly. 

“I wasn’t!” Heat returned to her cheeks despite her protest.

“I think you’ll find I can ascertain your feelings quite clearly,” he replied. “And I want it to be known that I am not in the least pleased about it.” 

Without a good answer, Tamara stayed silent. 

“I don’t know how I’ll ever get accustomed to this.” Nathaniel continued to grumble as she started down the stairs, the bleed of his emotions turning her own embarrassment to frustration.

“If you’re just going to complain, I may as well block you out,” she snapped back. “This is new to me as well, you know.” Had she met him in person, she might have been intimidated, but being able to sense his feelings gave Tamara a confidence that she rarely experienced with other people.

“It’s not the same. Everything I feel is so much more intense than when I was alive. Smells. Sounds. Fabric! No-one ever prepared me for this.”

There was genuine distress behind Nathaniel’s bravado, and Tamara smiled, irritation vanishing as she realised what was going on. “Why do you think I run a shield? This is how I always feel.”

Being Kifaerish, Tamara was very aware that her sensory experience was different to the majority of Ardveldians. Or rather, to almost everyone not born in her home country. She’d not considered how that might feed through to her new companion.

“This is because of you?” Nathaniel’s tone had softened. “How are you able to tolerate it? I can barely think.” 

“You get used to it.”

“Have you?”

Tamara paused at the landing. “Well, yes and no.” She stroked a hand over the smooth wood of the bannister. “I’m working on it.”

Any reassurance she’d received from Morgan concerning her safety was forgotten as she approached the ground floor. A man wearing the dark uniform of Sunstone Enterprises passed the bottom of the stairs, and Tamara shrunk back out of sight. One of Aiden’s mages. The double doors of the main palace entrance were just beyond. So close, and yet…

“We could fight our way through,” Nathaniel said, following her thoughts.

“There’s no guarantee they would try to stop me,” Tamara replied. “Even with most of the staff gone, there should still be palace guards around the entrance. Maybe Aiden won’t want them to draw attention.” She wasn’t convinced, though. “Otherwise, we double back. Try and get across to the staff entrance via the upper floor.”

“And walk into an ambush in a more remote location?” Nathaniel groaned. “Where is Ewen when you need him?” 

It was worth trying the other route, Tamara thought. She eased her way up a step, mindful of any creak that might give her away. After a few more, she whirled around, intending to rush back the way she had come.

“Can I help you, Minister?”

Instead, her heart sank as she locked eyes with a second of Aiden’s guards, standing motionless above her.

Tamara straightened, smoothing down the fabric of her jacket and brushed a lock of hair out of her face. She gave them a warm smile. “Oh, no, thank you. I was actually just heading out for a walk. That’s a very kind offer, though. I’m sure I’ll see you again later.” She laughed, but there was no humour in it, her nervous babble sounding ridiculous even to her own ears. Bannister gripped tightly, she backed down the stairs. 

There’s no reason they should be looking for me. None at all. Just walk to the doors and leave.

Her pulse quickened as the exit came into sight. The first guard was still there, but now there was someone else beside him.

“Where are you going, Tamara?” Aiden’s voice now seemed a silky facade after the screaming rage she’d heard from him in the throne room. “Perhaps I can accompany you?” 

His sharp eyes looked her up and down as he stepped closer, but Tamara could no longer see his features as handsome.

“Ah, well, I didn’t plan to go anywhere in particular. Just a wander, really,” Tamara said. “I wouldn’t want to bother you. Especially since…” She cut herself off before revealing too much of what she knew. For someone whose mother had just died, Aiden seemed unsettlingly content.

“That’s a shame.” Aiden’s smile vanished. “I thought you might have something to tell me.”

Her head began to spin as a third guard came into view. “I’m not… I’m not sure what you mean.” She pulled on her own magic, strengthening her shield as Aiden closed in.

“My uncle was right, unfortunately. I was never going to leave any stone unturned when it came to Golebach. But bugging his office was a far more efficient way to get the truth.” White teeth glinted as Aiden grinned, and Tamara’s blood ran like ice.

“He knows.”

In her mind, Tamara could feel Nathaniel’s fear. 

Excluding Aiden, there were three mages present, but at such close quarters their energy was wild. It was too confusing and Tamara could not detect how strong they were, or even what defences they could have.

“What kind of magic is this?” she asked, but Nathaniel seemed as confused as she did.

“I don’t know. Regardless, if we stop him here, the threat to Alex is negated,” Nathaniel said. “Don’t falter.”

“I didn’t intend to.” Placing a foot behind her to steady her stance, Tamara considered her first strike.

“You’re going to attack me?” Aiden looked amused at the prospect. “I knew you were a traitor, but I didn’t expect you to be so overt. I am now the Arch Canlaw of Vailberg.” She froze, and he laughed. “Though of course, you know that already.”

“I don’t care what you are.” She hoped her voice sounded stronger than she seemed. 

“A valiant sentiment. But what about what you are?” 

Aiden lifted his head to look behind her, and with a sinking dread, she turned to follow his gaze. Two more guards had appeared, this time holding Morgan between them.

“Tamara! Go quickly! Just leave—” Morgan’s words were cut off as he was struck, the man on his left slamming an elbow against the back of his neck. 

Tamara hissed and lunged forward, but the guard on the stairs was ready. A bolt of nauseating energy shot past her body and her focus fumbled. The attack she’d been forming dispersed as she stumbled against the wall.

“It’s tragic, really,” Aiden continued, as if there had been no interruption. “That so soon after my mother’s death, I also had to suffer the loss of my beloved uncle. Murdered by his own adviser... I should have seen it coming. After all, is it that surprising that someone from Avel Kifaeros might take advantage of such uncertain times?” A different kind of sickness settled in Tamara’s stomach as she realised what Aiden was implying. “Your people are so easily overwhelmed. I wonder how much support will remain for the territory’s independence after your conviction.” 

Anger burned in Tamara stronger than any pain left by the warning shot. “I could just kill you first!”

“Perhaps. Even if you succeed, Morgan will die,” Aiden said, looking down at her. “But he doesn’t have to. You have what I want. Must we resort to killing for information you can so freely give me?”

“Ignore him!” Nathaniel screamed through her head. “Whatever happens to us, Alex’s safety is more important!”

“You must see that you weren’t meant to be a Champion, Tamara,” Aiden hissed. “This is my life’s work. Everything I’ve ever wanted. Think! If you help me, we could bring magic to everyone. To anyone who wants it!”

“To you, you mean!” 

“You don’t deserve it!” He gestured towards the guards behind her, and Tamara heard a thump. She spun around to see Morgan forced to the ground. “I’m sick of looking at both of you. Make your choice or he dies now.”

Memory replaced carpeted stairs with shining tiles, dripping dark red. 

“Tamara,” Morgan said, his voice tight with pain. “Don’t.”

“No!” Not again. Blocking out Nathaniel’s protests, she rushed down the step to grab at Aiden’s arm. 

Around her, the strange magic of the mages flared, and acid forced its way up her throat as a bolt of energy struck her shield. It was ripped into nothingness, and she fell against Aiden’s body. 

“Don’t—” She gasped a breath. “I don’t know how the Champion spell works. None of them do!”

“Then it seems we’ll have to find out,” Aiden sneered, as he pushed her back into the arms of his waiting guard. Blindly, she elbowed them away, their proximity increasing the assault against her already frazzled senses. 

Aiden gave a tut at her reaction. “Come on now, I don’t have time for any more games.”

“I’ll come with you,” Tamara said, flinching at Aiden’s glare. “I just don’t want to be touched.”

He snorted then lowered his face towards her, breath hot on her unshielded skin. “Fine. I would never want to cause you discomfort. In fact, I have already arranged a comfortable place for you both to wait.” 

Wait? Tamara’s confusion must have showed because Aiden’s smile was back. 

“Of course. I regret that we can’t begin right away, but it seems I have an important meeting to attend in Verdant Park.
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IT WAS ONLY when Oliver saw the sign indicating that he was close to Verdant Park that he realised he’d instinctively walked to the arranged meeting spot. He shot the sign a glare as he passed. Even now, he couldn’t escape his duty.

The damp seeping into his clothes did nothing to improve his mood, but he was too exhausted to do anything about it. Sleep hadn’t come easy, and the busy street warped into a surreal kaleidoscope as he passed shop fronts and office workers out on their breaks. He wondered if he would ever return to his own office. As far as they knew, he was just off sick. Well, he felt sick enough now.

“It’s been a while since we’ve been to Verdant Park,” Ewen commented delicately. “Always a pleasure to see how little it has changed, though the surroundings are certainly different from when I was young.”

Oliver grunted a response, not caring if anyone heard. He wondered how long it had been since Ewen was actually there in person. Not so long that he wouldn’t know the iconic office blocks that now graced the skyline.

“What you’re really wondering, is how long it’s been since I was young.” There was a gentleness to Ewen’s words that, despite the weight of the day, left Oliver curious.

“Go on, then. I know you’re trying to distract me.” Oliver tried to hide his gratitude under the brusque reply. “Why Verdant Park?”

The crowd of shoppers dispersed as they left the high street, storefronts replaced by a wrought-iron fence, behind which were the trees that  bordered the park. 

“It’s been a good sixty years, though obviously not as long for Nathaniel. We were just Potentials then - some out of many - but I’d already noted Julian as a troublemaker.”

It was strange to hear Ewen speak about the previous Champions. Having been the only one for so long, Oliver had never considered that their relationships had gone beyond the professional. Perhaps that was why neither of them had ever brought it up; it was a topic too raw to touch when they both needed to accept being alone.

“There was a public celebration in the park. It was Samuel’s father’s jubilee — he was Matthew’s grandfather, of course — and I could have overlooked Julian sneaking out to attend. Even then, he had a habit of turning up in places he wasn’t supposed to. Not a bad trait in a potential intelligence operative, I suppose, but this time he’d convinced Nicholas to go with him.” 

Sorrow accompanied Nicholas’ name, and Oliver thought back to how he’d left Eira and Xander in the safe house. If anyone knew what it was like to awaken so young, he did - but with a scared teenager as a guide instead of an experienced mentor... He owed Eira— no, he owed them both an apology.

“Well, after the incident with the cat, I didn’t think it was right to allow Nick to get caught up in any more trouble. Especially with him being a favourite of Samuel’s.” Ewen continued narrating over his thoughts, despite the fact Oliver knew the Tactician would have sensed them. “And once I informed Nathaniel of their intentions, he insisted on accompanying me. We set out to head them off, but when we arrived, Julian pointed out that we too were out of bounds on the day of a formal event.” Laughter emanated from Ewen and Oliver smiled, caught up for a moment in his mentor’s emotion. “He was quite right, too!”

“You ended up staying?” Oliver turned through the arched gateway that marked Verdant Park’s entrance, his footsteps crunching on the gravel path. The flat, grassy space was empty of people except for a dog walker and a lone jogger in the distance - a beneficial side effect of the earlier rainfall. From here, Oliver could see across to the other two entrances. The one to his right was closest to the palace and therefore the entrance through which Tamara would likely approach.

“Well, given the circumstances, we decided it wouldn’t do any harm to have a drink.” Ewen sounded sheepish, and Oliver wondered if it had been more than just one. “And before you ask, no, I am not going to show you any of that night,” he added firmly.

“I wasn’t going to ask!” Moving towards the middle of the park seemed the best option, given that he would be able to observe the entire area with a safe distance between himself and anyone entering. A group of trees at the centre might provide some cover, too, but the small bandstand next to them would draw the eye. “All those times you’ve judged me. You’re such a hypocrite.”

“Even with your lifespan, you won’t live long enough to make every mistake yourself. Be grateful for what I’ve saved you from.”

Oliver sighed as he reached the circle of trees and leant back against the trunk of what he now saw was a sweet chestnut. The expected entrance was in sight opposite him. “You agree with this position?” It was still early for the meeting time he had set, but he preferred it that way.

“I do. Even if she makes it here, we shouldn’t let down our guard.”

A cool breeze whipped through the summer air, catching the leaves of the trees that lined the park’s edge and flicking them into a sparkling display of green. Oliver’s eyes followed the movement, landing back on the park’s gateway.

He remembered Nathaniel and the others, of course. As Ewen’s apprentice, he had seen the previous Champions more often than any of the other Potentials. Odd to think that, having missed the last twenty-three years, they were now closer to his age than to Ewen’s. They would almost be his own peers.

Except Xander. 

The correction came before he’d finished the first thought. In his mind, Ewen stirred, as if about to comment. Instead, he stayed silent, but Oliver didn’t need to hear the words to know the meaning. Nicholas was gone. Truly gone. It shouldn’t hurt; until yesterday, they’d believed the same was true for all of them.

“It’s different this time, isn’t it.” 

Ewen didn’t reply.

Damp from the grass was soaking up the bottom of his trousers, and he extended a little energy to dry them as he straightened his tie. Through the distant entrance opposite, a car rolled to a slow stop outside the gateway, and he made out the shape of people exiting. Five of them - four in dark clothes, the last in a cream jacket. It didn’t look like they were there for a leisurely stroll.

“A swing band on their lunch break?” Oliver attempted levity, despite his suspicions. Ewen was suddenly alert and did not acknowledge the joke. “If they head this way, we should retreat.” 

Oliver got up from the tree as though resuming a casual walk, keeping watch from the corner of his vision. The man that strode to the front of the group wasn’t anywhere near as subtle. As they approached, Oliver knew he was being followed.

“We should leave,” Ewen said, but Oliver paused. Now that they were closer, he could make out the familiar sunburst logo on the clothes the strangers wore. Sunstone Enterprises. These were not simply people sent by the palace.

He moved before he even had time to be afraid. The face of the man in the cream blazer came into focus as Oliver sped towards the group, confirming his fears. Fury rose within his heart, channelling into the magic which he intuitively drew.

“You must be Oliver.” The sound of Aiden Heliodor’s voice was like oil marring clear water. “I thought I might arrive here before you, but I see that I’ve been outmatched.” 

Aiden smiled, and Oliver struck — a bolt of energy, sharp and deadly, slicing invisible through the air.

The mages around Aiden would have felt the magic, and he braced for the flash of attack striking shield. Instead, the guard closest to him sidestepped into its path. Air fizzed as the spell hit, and Oliver’s stomach lurched as a burst of magic assaulted his senses. The power was familiar; wild and un-formed, just like—

“Oliver! What are you doing? Listen to me!” Ewen’s voice, loud and urgent, broke into his awareness. Before him, the only sign of his attack on the guard was a faint, glowing light that seeped through the material of the man’s uniform. “We don’t know what kind of magic those people possess. You can’t just—”

“It doesn’t matter.” 

Ewen was right; he hadn’t known what to expect from his attack, but he did now. Somehow, these mages possessed undirected magic. It was the same as when he’d fought the wand with Matthew. The same as when he’d picked it up and its energy had rushed through him, grounding his own magic and leaving him drained. 

Aiden’s gaze turned cold. “I had hoped we could have a civil discussion, but apparently not.” He waved an arm at his guards, and the three not protecting him dispersed, moving to encircle the area where Oliver stood.

A steady calm descended over Oliver as he watched them. With a deep breath, he dropped every shield he had, keeping only the spell that corrected his vision. He likely wouldn’t even need that one for much longer. 

“If they land a strike on you, it’s over,” Ewen cautioned, as Oliver sensed the Tactician following his thoughts. As long as his attacks avoided contacting the mages directly, they shouldn’t be absorbed. No shield would protect him, but he only had one target. 

“I just want to talk,” Aiden said, as Oliver shaped the spells in his mind. He was off the grass now, gravel path loose under his feet. “This doesn’t need to end in further pain for you.”

With a flick of his wrist, Oliver directed his magic towards the ground. A gust of wind swirled around him, whipping up dirt and stones as it went and flinging shrapnel in the faces of the encircling guards. The air crackled sickeningly behind him as a shot from one of them grazed past his body. Too close. 

As the air current continued to gather force, Oliver flung his second spell below the guard protecting Aiden. It pulled the heat from the moisture in the ground just as the wind he had crafted hit them. The guard toppled on the newly formed ice, and for the first time, Oliver saw a glimpse of fear in Aiden’s eyes. Gritting his teeth, he shaped the strike that would end everything. 

Air was forced from Oliver’s lungs as the first bolt hit him. He reeled off balance as he loosed his shot, not seeing where his spell fired, only the dirt that rose to meet him as he sunk to his knees. Another strike forced bile up his throat as the undirected magic ripped through his body. Oliver sucked in a breath as the attacks from Aiden’s mages tore away his energy, clinging to his consciousness. He knew he wouldn’t survive much more.

“Oliver! I need to say — I might not get another chance.” An urgency from Ewen flooded Oliver’s mind as his quivering arms failed to prop up his weight. “The last time… I never got to say goodbye.” 

“Don’t.” Oliver was prepared to die, but losing Ewen... He wasn’t ready. He felt like he hadn’t really been ready for anything in his life.

With no spell to sustain it, his fuzzy vision could only distinguish the shapes of the guards around him. They should have attacked again by now, surely? He tried to look for Aiden, but was too weak to easily turn his head. There he was. Still standing, but hunched, gripping his shoulder tightly.

“I should have you killed for that,” Aiden snarled, leaving Oliver momentarily relieved that he couldn’t make out his expression. It looked like his spell had hit home. 

Closing his eyes, Oliver spoke. “I yield.”

He finally let himself sink down fully to the ground, the gravel sharp and wet against his cheek. “We need to know what he wants.” Oliver sent the thought simply. “If I die here, I won’t have any answers for the next. I can’t risk that happening, like it did to you.”

Rough hands gripped his clothes, lurching him to his feet. He staggered, leaning heavily on his captors, his head spinning from their dizzying energy. When he blinked, Aiden’s face swam into focus, pale and angry, and Oliver could now see that there was blood dripping from a deep tear in his left shoulder.

Blinding pain shot through Oliver’s stomach as Aiden’s fist landed. He cried out as he collapsed forward, gasping for breath and held upright only by the guards’ steel grip on his arms. At the edge of his senses, he heard Aiden breathe deeply. There was a grinding on the gravel as he turned away, then Oliver felt his feet slipping across the stones as the guards dragged him after.
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“DON’T MOVE!”

ROY froze at Julian’s shout. A gust of wind rustled the branches above his head, knocking drops of water into his hair. On the path ahead, Oliver stood surrounded, and none of the group had noticed Roy where he squatted, half hidden in the treeline that bordered the park. 

“What the hell is he thinking?” Roy chewed his lip. Oliver had attacked Aiden with a spell strong enough to sense from here. Even factoring in his boosted senses, that level of magic should have done some damage. But the guard Oliver had hit was unscathed.

“He isn’t thinking,” Julian replied.

Another spike of magic flared from Oliver’s direction. Dirt swirled through the air, briefly blocking Roy’s view of the scene. He scrambled forward, legs cramping in his crouched position.

“I said don’t move!” Julian’s voice bellowed through his mind, but he needn’t have bothered. A wave of static energy exploded from the circle of guards as they responded to Oliver’s attack, and Roy staggered back, each burst sending his head spinning.

As fast as it had begun, the assault stopped. When he looked up, the air had cleared. Oliver was on the ground, his slumped form almost obscured by the guards surrounding him. For a moment Roy couldn’t breathe, then he saw them yank the Tactician limply to his feet. 

“They took him out like it was nothing!” He flattened himself back against the tree. “What the fuck are they?”

“I don’t know.” 

“That bastard!” Roy growled as he watched Aiden strike Oliver hard in the stomach. He’d like to see how well Aiden would fare without a bunch of goons to hide behind. At least Oliver was alive. 

“Alive is potentially the problem.” 

Roy didn’t bother to mask his disgust. “What is wrong with you? You need to help me get him out of there!” 

Aiden was striding back across the park, his guards dragging Oliver along with them. The window of time they had for action was closing, and Roy dreaded to think what would happen once Oliver reached wherever they were taking him.

“Oliver couldn’t beat them; what chance do you think you have?” Julian’s emotionless reply only fuelled Roy’s anger.

“I’m not going to sit here and do nothing!”

“Oliver is too useful to kill,” Julian said slowly, as though explaining to a child, and Roy’s mouth went dry as he processed his meaning. “If the woman is to be believed, it’s not just him that Aiden is after.”

“He wouldn’t tell them about Alex. No way.” Roy wanted it to be true, but after seeing how easily Aiden had overpowered this opposition today, he didn’t want to bet on what else the man would do.

“He won’t want to, but trust me, everyone has their limit,” Julian replied, and Roy caught a sense of bitterness under the Spy’s cool demeanour. “What we can do is mitigate the damage. We get Alex and the others away while we still have the chance.”

“You want me to go back? What am I supposed to say? That I just watched Oliver get taken? Why would they listen to me after that?” Guilt twisted in Roy’s stomach as he heard the door to Aiden’s car slam. Maybe he could follow them. If they were headed to the palace—

“If you go running after him, you’ll be a liability. Or you’ll get to find out exactly what Aiden wants from us, first-hand. Would Oliver be happy that you left the others defenceless?”

Julian was right. As much as it hurt to abandon Oliver to whatever fate awaited, Roy knew it was the only option. With an audible groan, he pulled his eyes away from the departing car. “Fuck. I’m going to have to tell the kid.
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THE HOUSE WAS cooler when Alex opened the bathroom door. A breeze that had drifted through the little windows hit his towel-dried hair with a pleasant chill. It felt better being clean. There had been fresh clothes for him amongst the bags, but despite his relief at finally being able to change, seeing his entire existence reduced to what could be carried was an unpleasant sight. His books, games, projects; almost everything had been left behind.

Eira grabbed an extra glass from the cupboard when she saw him enter the kitchen. She filled it with water and Alex accepted gratefully, remembering all the mugs of tea he had let grow cold.

“You okay?” she asked. It seemed that was all anyone was asking nowadays.

“Yeah.” Okay would have to be enough for now. “You can borrow some of my stuff, you know, if you want to get changed?” It wasn’t a practical suggestion. He doubted much of his clothing would fit Eira, but Alex couldn’t help but feel bad that nothing had been brought for her. Even though the original decision to send Eira home had been made without him, it was still his fault she was here at all.

“Oh! No. That’s not how it works.”

Alex looked at Eira in confusion at the strange reply. “Huh?”

With a blink, her eyes refocussed on him. “Sorry! I wasn’t talking to you.” She gave her head a shake as though to clear it. “You were saying something, weren’t you? I’m sorry, it’s so—”

“Don’t worry about it.” Alex cut off her apology with a wave. “It must be weird to get used to, right?”

“I keep forgetting I don’t have to speak out loud.” Eira hopped up to sit on the kitchen counter, swinging her legs as her eyes drifted back to the middle distance. “He says he can hear my thoughts, but it’s hard to adjust.”

“You weren’t doing it so much earlier,” Alex commented, then wished he hadn’t. He didn’t want to think about what had happened with Oliver. 

“Yeah, he’d sort of... gone, if that makes sense? I think he can go away if he wants, like when I block him out,” Eira said, and Alex nodded, though he wasn’t sure it would ever be entirely possible for him to understand. “After we first got here, I guess it got a bit much. Then when everyone was arguing... Well...” 

Alex took a mouthful of water, hoping the glass would hide his expression. There wasn’t any point getting upset about it, especially not for Eira’s pity. They went to sit down in the lounge, which was still empty. Noises from the bedroom indicated that his mother was sorting through the bags and items that had fallen onto the floor earlier. It was a comforting imitation of normality; he could almost pretend they were on a holiday rather than in hiding. Alex rested his head on his knees and inhaled deeply as he noticed his fresh clothes smelt of home.

“What’s he like then?” he asked, as Eira got comfortable beside him. 

She rested her chin on her hand and gave him a sideways look. “Posh,” she laughed. “And with a lot of outdated ideas that we’re having to quickly sort out.”

Alex smiled as he imagined the scolding Eira’s Champion must be getting. “I’m starting to feel sorry for the guy.” He earnt an elbow in the side in response. At least Eira didn’t seem too unhappy about the experience, though whether she was putting on a brave face for his sake, Alex couldn’t tell.

“It seems like no time has passed for him at all,” Eira continued. “I’ve had to explain everything that happened in the takeover. Well, as much as I can.”

“Oliver seemed to know who he is.” It hurt to say his uncle’s name.

“Well, yeah.” Eira paused. “They were friends.” The glazed look briefly returned, then she rolled her eyes. “Fine. Maybe not him and Oliver. But Xander was your dad’s best friend.” When she glanced in Alex’s direction, he saw the pitying expression was back. “I’m sorry. We don’t have to talk about it if you don’t want to.”

“I do,” Alex insisted. “I want to know.”

Eira curled her knees up to match him. “He says it’s weird seeing you. Xander’s still seventeen, so his best friend having an adult kid is a bit of a shock. Seeing Oliver that much older was strange, too.”

Alex turned away as he remembered his father’s picture in the book Tamara had shown him. He and his dad looked alike; people had always said so. It was weird to think he was currently older than his father had been in that photo. Older than Xander was now. An uneasy thought came into his mind. “His name’s Xander?”

“Yeah. Well, apparently it’s actually Alexander, but—” Eira broke off as realisation crossed her face.

They sat in a deafening silence until Alex spoke again. “Dad never told me. He never told me anything.”

“I’m sure it was just hard for him.” Eira’s hand came to rest gently on his arm, but Alex ignored her touch, instead burying his face further in his knees. “He said, didn’t he, that he wanted to forget about it all? His past life?”

“Yeah, well, I must have been great news then.” Alex hoped Eira wouldn’t notice the way his voice caught in his throat. “Bet he really wanted a kid as a reminder.”

They were interrupted before she could reply. “That’s not true.” It was his mother’s voice. 

Alex lifted his head and looked over the back of the sofa to where she stood, arms folded, in the bedroom doorway. How long had she been listening? Unable to speak, he simply watched as she walked around to where they sat.

“Your father wanted you. He loved you more than anything.” She placed a hand softly on Alex’s head, running her fingers through his dark curls just like she had done when he was small, and Alex squeezed his eyes shut. “I won’t say that he wasn’t scared. Matthew never had to talk about his past for me to know something terrible had happened to him. When he asked me about your name, I think that was the closest he ever came to telling me.”

Alex pulled away as he looked up at her. “It never bothered you? That he wouldn’t tell you?”

“I loved him. It only bothered me that he was dealing with it alone.” She smiled sadly. “He wasn’t alone, though. Not as much as he thought.”

“He was there, Alex,” Eira said from beside him. “Xander’s last memories are with Matthew and Oliver. They must have watched it happen.”

Dorothea nodded. “I guessed it was bad. I’m just grateful that he always had your uncle.”

Alex barked a hollow laugh. “Didn’t you hear Oliver? It was only ever a job to him.” His uncle had made that clear enough. The only reason he’d stuck around was obligation. 

“Alex…” His mother crouched down in front of him. She moved her hand to his cheek, tilting his face until he was forced to meet her eyes. “Oliver is hurting, just like you. We all are. He thinks it’s his fault.”

The memory of his last words to his uncle made him wince. 

“He’s not going to hold it against you,” Dorothea continued, as though having read his thoughts. “When he comes back, we’ll figure this all out. Everything’s going to be okay.”

“He’s not coming back. I told him to go. And I don’t want to see him anyway.” Alex scowled, knowing he sounded like a child.

With a sigh, Dorothea got to her feet, and Alex watched as she headed back to the bedroom. For a moment he wondered if his mother was leaving him too; too ashamed of his behaviour to be in the same room. But then she returned, carrying a small item in her hands. 

“Is that...?” Alex realised what she held as she came closer. The little machine had been one of his first prototype generators. He’d first brought it to his uncle’s house almost two years ago, excited to show it to him. Oliver had seemed so interested that Alex let him keep it; he’d already begun working on the improved version for his interview, anyway. 

Dorothea placed the device in Alex’s hands, and he turned it around, examining it with nostalgia. There was a hum of magic there; his passive spell still lingered on the mechanics with a faint charge. With his current knowledge, looking at the generator made him wonder if his uncle had just been humouring him with his praise. It was so basic, the spell he’d crafted so poorly designed, that he couldn’t believe it had lasted this long.

“Oliver told us that the project you were working on got destroyed in Golebach,” Dorothea explained. “He hoped that having this might help. I know we couldn’t bring anything of yours from home.” Alex held the machine limply as she spoke. “He loves you.” 

Eira wrapped an arm around Alex as his vision blurred. He leant into her, wiping his wet eyes with the back of his hand. The tears kept coming and this time he let them; it was too late to pretend he was fine.

“You should have seen them both when you were born.” Dorothea’s voice hitched despite the lightness in her voice, and Alex knew she was crying, too. “Your father insisted on building the cot alone, though I’m quite sure he’d never built anything in his life.” She laughed. “He was furious when Oliver tried to help him. Said that Ollie had already done all the research and now it was his turn to do something. To be honest, the whole thing would have been faster if I had done it myself, but it made them happy.”

Imagining his father struggling through a simple task was strange. Alex had always known him to be so driven and competent. The idea of him stumbling, helpless, into the real world after being raised in the palace was something he wouldn’t have been able to picture before the past few days. Who would Prince Matthew have been without the takeover? Alex realised that, were that the case, he himself would never have existed at all.

A click from the front door set Alex’s senses to high alert. The others had noticed it, too; Eira sprung up in her chair, while his mother stood. Could it be Oliver? Alex got up as well, setting his device on the coffee table just as a shout came from the hall.

“Guys? Guys, don’t attack! It’s me!”

“Roy?” Eira’s voice echoed Alex’s thoughts.

Roy’s face was flushed red when he burst through the door to the living room. The white shirt he wore was damp with sweat and clinging to his body like he’d been running.

“You’re still— you’re still here!” His speech was staggered, interrupted by heavy breaths. “Crap, I need to do more cardio. You can’t stay here much longer. It’s Oliver.”

“What’s Oliver? What happened?”

Roy pulled out a chair from the dining table and collapsed on it in a heap. “Aiden’s taken him.”

Alex’s heart skipped. “What? How can you know that?” The question came out more aggressively that he’d intended.

“I didn’t want to have to tell you. After everything... He went to see that woman. I followed him, but Aiden was there instead, with a bunch of guards. It must have been a trap. I couldn’t do anything. I’m sorry.”

He felt sick. This couldn’t be real. But Roy’s face was wracked with guilt.

“He’s alive,” Roy interjected. “I saw them take him away, only...” He looked away, picking at his nails nervously. “If the Palace has him, it means Aiden could find out where you are.” 

The dread in Alex’s core worsened as he understood Roy’s meaning. 

“Did Oliver leave anything you could use to disappear? Fake ID or cash?” Roy looked to Dorothea, whose hands were shaking.

“I— I’m not sure. I can look.”

“We can still get you and Alex away from here. It’s not too late.” Then, Roy turned to Eira. “You and I will have to go into hiding until we can meet up with them later. Julian can get hold of money, enough to keep us afloat, if you’re okay with it?”

The conversation swirled around Alex, but all he could think of was his uncle. Oliver was alone; would be hurt, likely killed, while he hid in safety. He watched his mother hurry towards the bedroom.

“No! I’m not going to just leave Oliver behind!”

Roy looked into Alex’s eyes. “Listen, I understand what you’re feeling. I’ve been there. But Oliver would want you safe—”

“You don’t have a clue what I’m feeling!” Alex shouted. “I don’t want anyone else to die for me.”

“Mate, you think I wanted to just watch your uncle get taken away? There’s nothing you can do. Aiden wasn’t alone. He’s got people with him — I mean, I don’t even know if they’re people — and they took Oliver out, like that.” He snapped his fingers in front of Alex’s face. “Magic doesn’t work on them. Tamara has betrayed you. We’ve got nothing. All I can do for Oliver is make sure Aiden doesn’t get hold of the rest of you as well.”

“She hasn’t betrayed us. You said it yourself - she wasn’t there.” Alex clung to the only point he could refute. “Aiden’s after Champions. I can’t just abandon them.”

“I think Roy’s right, Alex,” Eira said. “There’s nothing you can do.” She turned to his mother, still standing by the bedroom doorway, as though silently pleading with Dorothea to help convince him.

Alex interrupted before she could respond. “You don’t know that. I just need—”

“It’s stupid!” Eira whirled round. “Your dad just died to get you out of that place, and you want to go running back in? You’re being selfish!”

Her words stung like he’d been slapped. Silence followed, and the anger died on Eira’s face. “I’m sorry, Alex. I shouldn’t have—”

“No. You’re right,” he croaked, voice almost a whisper. “It is selfish… I know. And it’s even worse than selfish, because I need your help.”

Eira opened her mouth, but no words came.

“I can’t save them alone, but maybe we’ve got a chance together. Please.” It wasn’t fair to ask, but even if he ran; even if he lived only for the people he’d lost, just so his mother and Eira wouldn’t have to hurt anymore, Alex knew he’d never forgive himself.

“None of us are trained to fight,” Roy interjected. “And anyway, those guards don’t just absorb magic. They’ve got this weird energy they give off. Sends your head spinning.”

“Then… Then maybe we just avoid them?” Eira finally spoke, the doubt apparent in her voice. 

“Yeah, because it’s so easy to just waltz right in there without being spotted.” Roy got up from his chair and stretched with a groan. “I can’t believe I have to break into the palace again. We had an actual Tactician last time, and that didn’t exactly go according to plan.” He turned to Alex. “Don’t suppose we can go back through the same tunnel you used to get out?”

Alex just stared. Then he shook his head. “No— Wait, you’re agreeing to come?”

“Well, when you think about it, you’re technically my boss now, right? I can’t exactly force you to run. So if you’re going after Oliver, then I’ve got no choice but to tag along.” Roy shrugged, but despite his outward exasperation, Alex saw a victorious glint in his eyes. “As your Champion, you know.”

“I’ll be coming, too,” Eira said. “I can do some healing at least, if we do end up in a fight.”

Roy raised an eyebrow. “Impressive, but I don’t think getting hit by one of Aiden’s guards is something you can heal your way out of.”

Alex looked between them. “Thank you.” Even having asked, he hadn’t expected the support. Now he wasn’t sure he was making the right choice. They were following him into danger, and he didn’t have a plan. “Maybe we could use a different type of magic.” His dad had used a sleeping spell on the guard outside their room in the palace. “Is it only offensive spells that don’t work?” 

“If they absorb magic, then don’t use it.” 

The three of them turned at the words and Dorothea exhaled a deep breath. “You’re so much like your father. He always looked for a magical solution first.” She pressed her fingers into her temples as though rubbing out a headache. “Whatever guards Aiden has, if they’re human, they’ll have the same vulnerabilities as anyone else.”

“Mum…” Alex said. “You’re fine with this?”

“Of course I’m not fine with it.” Her arms dropped to her sides. “I want you safe, Alex. I want to keep you protected forever. But I can’t. I can’t help, I know I can’t stop you going, and I’m not going to beg. You don’t need to be worrying about me as well.” 

The sorrow on her face made him want to promise that he’d stay. Instead, he turned away, catching sight of where his makeshift generator still lay on the coffee table. “I promise I’ll come back safe,” he said instead.

“That’s nice and all, but we still don’t have a plan for getting inside in the first place.” Roy leant back against the table and crossed his arms.

“Yeah. Unless…” Eira hesitated. “Well, I’m actually an illusionist. And I guess I’m stronger now. Maybe strong enough to sneak us in?” 

She didn’t sound confident, but Roy seemed to perk up anyway. “What kind of illusions are we talking?”

Alex let Eira’s explanation drift into the background as his gaze once more returned to his prototype machine. His mum was right; he’d been so focussed on a magical solution that he’d not considered anything else. They had enough time, as long as he could get hold of everything he needed.

“Alex?” Eira interrupted his thoughts. “Were you listening?”

“No.” Alex smiled. “You can tell me in a minute. I think I know what to do about Aiden’s guards.”
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THE GROUND FLOOR room had been stripped of anything small enough to fit through the door. Even the stool of the grand piano was gone, so Tamara leant against the instrument instead, unwilling to approach the only other item of furniture left in the room — a curving, high-backed sofa where Morgan sat. 

He hadn’t spoken a word since they had been left here. Only the glare she had received after Aiden’s guards dumped him on the hardwood floor told her he had acknowledged her presence. When he got to his feet, she was relieved to see that any injuries he’d sustained weren’t severe. Now they were alone, she wished she had done more.

He must be furious, Tamara thought. And now it looks like I don’t care at all. On the opposite wall, a large portrait looked down at her disapprovingly. She’d never been any good approaching emotional people, and it wasn’t as though an apology would fix the mess they were in. 

“It continues to astound me,” Nathaniel replied, “that you care more about that man’s feelings than the fact you are in very real danger.”

She dragged her eyes from the painting with a sigh and tugged the fabric of her top away from her body. The heat in the room was rising with the peak of the day, mixing with the dust to leave an uncomfortable stickiness over her skin, and instinctively she reached for her magic to pull the warmth from the air.

Around her, carved symbols ran along the top of each wall, each lit up brilliant gold. As she cast out her power, they flashed bright; and she felt her magic drain away like water through her fingers. 

Tamara clenched her jaw. For a moment, she’d forgotten. 

Neither she nor Morgan had tried the room’s only door, but the sound of a key in the lock had assured them that they couldn’t just leave. It was likely that Aiden would have left a guard on the other side, anyway, and the ground-floor windows would still be protected by their magical reinforcements. She had no magic. No way to defend herself, and no way out.

“The symbols are too high to reach,” Nathaniel commented as Tamara eyed the piano. He was right. Even if they could touch them, she doubted they could be removed or disabled by hand. 

“I’m sorry.” Tamara slumped her shoulders. The smooth keys of the piano were cool under her fingers, and pressing them lightly was enough to feel the soothing sensation of give, without a resulting noise. 

“Do you play?” Nathaniel’s question was surprisingly gentle.

“I don’t. I would like to learn an instrument, though. One day.” The thought came to a jarring halt as she realised there she might not have many days left. 

“You don’t seem angry with me…” she ventured. Nathaniel had every right to be. Aiden was going after the others, was likely already at Verdant Park with Oliver now. If he was harmed because of her—

“There’s no point dwelling on it,” Nathaniel interrupted. “What’s done is done, but while we still live, it’s not over. We just need to work with what we have.”

What they had didn’t seem like much. Perhaps she should try the windows, just in case. But before she could take a step, she heard Morgan’s voice.

“Why did you do it?”

His back was to her, and he didn’t move from the sofa. Tamara’s mind groped for a response, but no words came, and for an instant she considered pretending she hadn’t heard at all. Instead, she walked closer, rounding the couch until he came into view.

Morgan was leaning forward, head buried in his hands. “Why didn’t you just leave?” “You must know...” She began as Morgan lifted his head. “He said he would kill you.” 

“And you should have let him! You had a responsibility to fulfil!”

“I couldn’t watch someone else die!” Tamara found her voice rising.

“So you put others in danger to delay the inevitable? You no longer have a duty to me, Tamara.” Morgan sighed, as if he was trying to gently explain something that she should already know. 

“That’s not…” She hesitated. Did he really think she would risk people’s lives simply out of loyalty to a job? “I care about you.” 

A blank stare met her words. They were... friends, at least, weren’t they? After everything they had been through? Everything Morgan had told her? It must have meant something to him. Unless... Perhaps she had misjudged the situation. After all, Morgan was the leader of a country. Their stations were worlds apart. He was probably just being kind, and now she had said something horribly inappropriate.

“Friends. Of course that’s what you meant.” Nathaniel didn’t mask his disapproval and Tamara recoiled in embarrassment.

“I... am not a good man, Tamara.” Morgan’s soft words cut through her internal conversation and she finally realised why he was so hesitant.

“I know what you’ve done, better than most.” She moved a step closer to him. “But it doesn’t change how I feel.” 

Nathaniel’s grief still burned in her memory, alongside the events she had witnessed herself, but Morgan wasn’t trying to hide from it. No matter how hard she looked for evil, all she saw was regret. “Are you going to hate yourself forever?”

“Yes,” Morgan snarled. “What I am – what I have done – is not forgivable, and you’re a fool to think any different.”

Tamara flinched. “I’m not—”

“We only had a working relationship, Tamara. And now we don’t even have that.” 

Before she could reply, he got up and walked stiffly to the window, where he stood staring silently out at the grounds. Clearly, their conversation was over. 

 “You said nothing wrong,” Nathaniel murmured, as soon as the thought occurred to her. 

“I’m such an idiot. I just thought… I must have misunderstood.” She sunk down into the space Morgan had left on the sofa.

“No.” His reply was quiet. “This isn’t about you. What he needs to do, he needs to do alone.”

Tamara wrapped her arms around herself and tried to breathe through the stuffy air. She rocked her body back and forth, the movement soothing away some of the pain of Morgan’s words.

“Why would you comfort me?” she asked.

“Your distress is unpleasant for us both,” Nathaniel said, then hummed as he mused. “And perhaps… Perhaps I’m getting used to your way of thinking. You have a good heart. My anger is not towards you.” 

Their conversation faded to silence and Tamara let her eyes drift shut; the warmth and her lack of sleep combined to drag her into a light doze, from which she could hardly sense the time passing. It wasn’t until she heard the turning of a key that she realised someone was coming into the room.

She stood, the sofa forming a partial barricade between her and whoever would enter. Then Morgan was at her side, stepping in front of her so that Tamara had to crane around him to see. 

Cool air flowed into the room as the door opened, and a glimpse of one of Aiden’s mage guards made her recoil. When she looked again, they had pushed inside, accompanied by a second guard dragging a man she didn’t recognise. He was limp and bedraggled, and wore a muddied coat over a dishevelled suit. 

The man staggered in the guard’s grip, not so much being restrained as simply being held upright. His face was drawn with exhaustion, fair hair falling into his eyes, and when the guard shoved him forwards, he collapsed onto the carpet.

“Don’t bother getting up.” 

Aiden’s voice had lost its smooth composure. A scowl marred his features, and as he glared down at the man on the floor, Tamara saw that he too was splattered with dirt. His formerly cream blazer was torn at the shoulder, a dark red stain visible underneath his pale hand, which clutched the area. Things obviously hadn’t gone according to plan, but if Aiden was here, then that must mean the man—

“Yes, that’s Oliver.” Nathaniel confirmed her guess with dismay. “He looks terrible.”

Oliver rolled up onto his knees, a hand supporting his weight, but Aiden kicked it away.

“Leave him alone!” Tamara pushed past Morgan, but a guard blocked her path. She pulled back before they could touch her, body tense and ready.

“I’d be more concerned about your own skin if I were you,” Aiden snarled at her. “The only reason he’s still alive is because you’re more expendable.”

“There’s nothing you can do,” Oliver said, pushing himself back up, voice far stronger than his appearance would suggest. “You can’t hurt me any more than you already have.” 

A smile hovered over Aiden’s lips. “I look forward to testing that theory. I never took you to be so naïve! So far, I have done nothing other than respond to your uncalled-for aggression.”

“You killed him!” Oliver rose unsteadily to his feet, and fear spiked through Tamara as she prepared for him to be struck down again. She looked at Aiden, but he appeared unfazed by Oliver’s defiance.

“You think I killed Matthew?” Aiden’s eyes flicked to her own as he spoke. “I wonder how you could have possibly been given that impression.” 

For the first time, Oliver seemed to notice that there were other people in the room. Tamara watched as he followed Aiden’s gaze, eyes widening as he saw Morgan. 

“You’re a clever man, Oliver,” Aiden continued. “There’s only one person here with a history of murdering royalty.”

Tamara’s stomach dropped. She had hoped to explain, to break it to him slowly, but the remaining colour had already drained from Oliver’s face.

Aiden winced, sucking air through his teeth, and Tamara saw him clutch once more at his shoulder. That wound looked bad enough to need healing — why one of his mage guards hadn’t done so by now, she didn’t know. 

“It seems you’ve bought yourselves some time. Have fun together,” Aiden snapped. The two guards filed after him as he spun on his heel and the door was closed again, lock turning with a click. 

“Are... are you hurt?” Tamara asked. It seemed like a stupid question. Oliver was breathing heavily, and she wondered if she should insist he sit down before he collapsed.

“Tamara, I assume?”

“Yes,” she said with a nod. “I’m so sorry—”

“Is it true?” Oliver cut across her words. She didn’t reply, instead glancing at Morgan, who was watching in silence. 

“Is it true?” Oliver repeated, frustration giving his voice a dangerous edge.

“It wasn’t how he made it sound.” Tamara forced herself to look him in the eye, hoping she appeared as honest as her words. 

“You lied to me.”

“It wasn’t a lie! I told you: Aiden is trying to work out how to replicate the Champion spell. He would have killed Matthew for his experiments. That’s why he’s taken us and—”

“You manipulated me!” Oliver took a step towards her and Tamara stumbled back. “You knew full well I wouldn’t meet with you if I knew the truth!”

“I’m sorry!” She hadn’t felt like there was another option, but Oliver was glaring at her in disgust. This wasn’t how he had been in any of Nathaniel’s memories.

“You’re pathetic.”

The words bit into her conscience, and Tamara had no response to give. “I won’t say I didn’t warn you...” Nathaniel offered no consolation, but at least he seemed pitying rather than mocking. 

“That’s enough.” Morgan moved forward, and Tamara felt his warmth as he came between her and Oliver’s rage. “It’s not her that you’re angry with.”

For a second, Oliver seemed stunned into silence at Morgan’s intervention, then his voice lowered to barely more than a whisper. “Don’t you dare speak to me.” 

“Please. It wasn’t how you think.” Tamara found her fingers brushing against Morgan’s own, but he quickly pulled away.

“You were there.” Oliver turned back to her. “How could you let him do it? Alex trusted you.”

Her mouth tasted acidic, the memory of the bloodstained floor once again pushing its way into her mind. “I—” Tamara stuttered, but Morgan spoke over her.

“I shot him.” His voice was cool and Tamara looked up at his face in horror. “You want to know how it happened? He was unconscious, and I shot him in cold blood. Because I believed it was a better option than what awaited.”

Oliver made a sound of pain. “You bastard.” 

“Perhaps you can decide whether the alternative was preferable when you experience it for yourself,” Morgan continued, unrelenting. “I am certain my nephew has not brought you here for your company, so I doubt you will have to wait long to find out.”

“I’ll never forgive you.” Oliver’s words were like ice.

“I don’t request your forgiveness.”

Oliver appeared to sway on his feet, shifting his weight under his battered coat as he steadied himself. Then, before anyone could stop him, he slammed his fist into Morgan’s face.

“Finally!” Nathaniel’s pleasure only fuelled Tamara’s defensiveness as Morgan staggered back. 

“Stop it!” she shouted, reaching out to Morgan, only to pull her hand away as she remembered his earlier rejection. Drawing on her magic instead, Tamara started to form a healing spell before realising it wouldn’t work. Useless, she watched him brush his fingers over the reddening mark on his cheekbone. “Hurting each other isn’t going to help.” 

She rounded on Oliver, who was pale. He was in no state for a fight, and it looked as though the meagre punch had used up more strength than he had left. A warm hand on her shoulder stopped her before she said any more.

“It’s fine, Tamara,” Morgan said softly. With a nod, he released her, then returned to the window, leaving her and Oliver alone.

Tamara closed her eyes and tried to slow the breaths that were coming too fast and shallow. She hadn’t realised how much her hands were shaking — she couldn’t afford to break down, not now.

“Was any of it true?” 

She opened her eyes again at Oliver’s words and saw speaking was taking a lot of effort. The scowl he had worn before now seemed more like a squint, as if he was struggling to focus.

“You should sit down. You look exhausted.” She gestured to the couch. 

“Just answer me,” Oliver snapped back, and Tamara sighed in resignation.

“It is true that I have Nathaniel with me. That’s how Aiden knew how to find you. I told Morgan where—”

“You gave us up?”

“No! Aiden bugged Morgan’s office. He knows— He knows everything.” The idea that she would have betrayed Alex and Eira hurt more than any insult, but Oliver’s voice had gone flat, seemingly too exhausted to care.

“Everything?” he replied weakly.

“I’m sorry.” Tamara hoped Oliver knew that she meant it. “Are you sure you don’t want to sit down? You look like you’re struggling to focus.”

Oliver glanced over to where Morgan stood. “Oh, I can see well enough what’s going on.” 

She considered protesting, telling him that there was nothing to see, but it was unlikely that Oliver would want to hear about her lack of relationship with Morgan. A silence stretched out between them until, to her surprise, it was Oliver who broke it.

“Why haven’t you tried to get out of here?” He exhaled heavily and pinched the bridge of his nose. “I guess you fought them too, those guards? But you don’t appear weakened?”

“Oh,” Tamara said. “No. I’m not too weak, it’s just… Look.” She pointed at the dimly glowing marks that encircled the room, and Oliver blinked as he squinted up at them. “It’s the symbols. Aiden told me he was studying them before. That’s why we’ve been stuck here. Somehow, they block magic. Well, at least, any magic I’ve tried.”

If there had been any hope remaining in Oliver’s eyes, it was gone now. 

“We might be able to think of something though,” Tamara continued quickly, seeing his reaction. “Now that you’re here. Nathaniel says you’re an excellent Tactician—” 

She stopped speaking as Oliver shook his head.

“I’m... I’m going to lie down.” He ran a hand over the arm of the sofa and lowered himself down onto the cushions. “Don’t bother waking me when they come to kill us. I think I’d rather die in my sleep.








CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX
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ROY GLANCED UNEASILY at his clothes as the palace came into view. The illusion cast by Eira gave him the appearance of wearing a navy raincoat, complete with visibility stripes and a SpellCraft logo, overhanging loose-fitting and water-resistant trousers. 

	This was as close a replica of Alex’s father’s work uniform as they could manage, based on Alex’s description. A barely perceptible magic radiated from the illusion, but Eira hadn’t been bluffing when she’d claimed the skill to weave it. To anyone watching, the three of them would pass as ordinary employees of a passive spell company. Roy just hoped that would be enough to pull this off.

Tall surrounding walls gave way to a wrought-iron fence, through which the palace’s gravel courtyard was clearly visible, along with the uniformed guard, eyeing them up carefully from her box-like shelter behind the gates. 

Only one guard here - a surprisingly good sign. 

She’d be a mage, of course, but if Roy needed to keep checking the illusion was in place when it was this close to his body, the woman wouldn’t stand much chance of sensing it. He raised a hand in greeting.

“Hey, there. You’re expecting us,” Roy said with a practiced ease. “Joe, Laura, and Andy from SpellCraft. Here to repair a lock that was damaged yesterday.”

Roy had been through enough staff entrances that the novelty had worn off, but for Alex, the nerves were blatantly written over his face. He would have stuck out immediately on his own. At least it would be easy to pass him off as a newbie, especially as he looked so young. For Eira’s part, she had been silent since they began their approach; maintaining their disguise was clearly absorbing her whole attention.

“A bit late, isn’t it?” the guard replied, glancing down at her watch. Reading it upside down, Roy saw it was approaching six in the evening. “Can I see your identification?”

Their identity cards were thrown together from various documents Oliver had left in the safe house, but from experience Roy knew it didn’t much matter what your ID looked like, just that you had something to show. As suspected, the woman gave a nod when he pulled his card out, then stepped briefly into the shelter, returning with a clipboard. A frown appeared on her face as she flipped back and forth between the pages attached.

“Yeah, we got delayed a good forty-five minutes at the last job. No one could tell us what we were supposed to be there to fix.” Roy gave an exaggerated shrug. “You know how it is. Bet you don’t have problems like that here, though.”

“You’d be surprised.” The guard brushed a lock of curly blonde hair out of her face but didn’t look up.

“Don’t stop talking.” Julian’s presence pushed into his mind, and Alex’s elbow in his side informed him that the Champion wasn’t the only one with concerns.

“Let me guess,” Roy said, leaning in close to the bars of the gate. This time the guard lifted her head. “We’re not on the list, right?” Rolling his eyes, he turned to Alex with an exaggerated sigh. “I knew it! Janice in Operations keeps doing this to me. Do you get this too, Andy?”

Alex’s expression told Roy that he hadn’t been expecting to participate. “N—no... Janice… Erm—” He fiddled with the straps of his backpack as he fumbled the words.

“Oh, so she only does it to me then?” Roy cut him off. “I knew it. She’s had it in for me since I got her that gift for her baby. It was meant to be a joke!” He laughed and glanced at the guard, catching the smile that flickered momentarily over her face. “I’m sorry, mate - can I see the list? We’ve had a merger recently and maybe the company name is wrong.” 

“If you’re not on here, then you can’t come in.” The guard looked apologetic as she tilted the clipboard towards them, and Roy got a clear view of the rows of printed names and time slots.

“Perfect.” Julian’s satisfaction matched Roy’s own, and he had to force himself to look frustrated as he stalled.

“Ugh. I know it’s not your fault, I just can’t believe Janice—”

“Come on, Joe - that’s enough,” Eira piped up from beside him. “If we’re not doing the repairs, then fine, but I’ve already spent the last hour hearing you rant about Janice and I can’t take any more!” She turned towards the guard. “I’m so sorry, but would you mind just checking the list one last time? Then we can at least tell the office we tried our best.”

The guard shrugged and glanced back down at her paper. “Alright, but as I said—” Blinking, she stopped talking and Roy watched her finger halt as it moved down the clipboard. “I could have sworn I...” 

“What is it?” Roy jumped in before the guard was able to dwell too much on her confusion. Any longer, and she might have detected the subtle illusion that now lay over the paper in her hands.

“You’re here. I don’t know how I missed it. That’s so embarrassing - I’m sorry.”

“Oh! Well, not as embarrassing as it’ll be for me when I next see Janice!” Roy grinned, earning a relieved smile from the guard as she unlocked the gate. 

As they slipped through into the grounds, Roy looked across the courtyard to the staff entrance he’d used the day before. Yesterday there had been two guards by that door as well, but now the only security he saw was the woman beside them.

“Disappointing,” Julian spoke in his mind. “This would never have worked when Nathaniel was in charge of defence.”

“Let’s just count ourselves lucky,” Roy retorted. If security had been relaxed under the Velbians, then that could only be a good thing for them right now. “So, shall we head on in or...?”

“You’ll have to wait here a moment.” The guard locked the gate behind them, then replaced the list and picked up a radio. “I’ll need to get someone to search you.”

Ah, crap. He had expected them to be searched, but given how flustered Alex was, he doubted the kid would be able to blag his machine through security. That was if their illusionary uniforms would even hold up when  investigated at close quarters.

“Listen. If it comes to it, we’ll take them all out.” Julian’s confidence had a bloodthirsty edge, but even if Roy had been comfortable harming innocents, he was still unsure that would be wise. Fighting their way in would only get the whole palace hunting them down, and both he and Julian knew it.

The radio in the guard’s hand crackled as she clicked the button. “Hi, Beth - it’s Amy on the side gate. We’ve got SpellCraft here to do some repairs. Can you send a search and escort?”

“Hey, Amy. Really? Talk about a late one. Are they on the list?” 

“Don’t get me started. They’re on there.” 

Amy’s words offered Roy some reassurance. At least she would be unlikely to check the list again, and that was one less illusion for Eira to worry about. 

“Alright, let me find out who to send over. Our usual lot went home early. Will give you an answer quick as.”

“Cheers, Beth.”

The radio clicked into silence, leaving only the sound of traffic passing on the other side of the gate. Interesting. Roy had been right about the suspicious lack of guards at the building entrance. Something was up.

“Everyone on holiday after the big party?” he asked Amy, his voice casual. “Normally when I come here, there’s guards everywhere.”

She shrugged. “Seems so. We’re a little short on staff right now. Not sure why.” 

“This could work out well for us.” Roy directed the thought at Julian, but the only response was a wave of apprehension. “Jules?” Roy gave him a mental nudge. “How are we doing?”

“Julian.” The reply came, drily. “And you’re doing fine. Your mother would be proud.” 

“Oh, fuck off.”

Then came a click from the radio. “We’ve got someone waiting inside. Just send them straight in, Amy.”

Confusion furrowed Amy’s brow, and she turned away from Roy and the others. “Isn’t anyone gonna escort them over?” She lowered her voice enough that Roy had to strain to hear. “That goes against protocol...”

“We’re short-staffed,” the crackling reply came, clearly audible. “It’s okay, we got it signed off from upstairs. They’re good to go.”

Relief lifted some of the tension from Roy’s body. Now they would only have to lose the guard inside and they’d have free rein of the palace. Even if it meant stuffing them in a closet, it would be a much simpler job than out here in the open.

“Okay guys,” Amy said, turning to them with a smile. “Just head over to the staff entrance and someone will help you from there.” She pointed to the double doors that stood about thirty paces away.

“Thanks, Amy,” Roy smiled back. “Hang in there. You’re alright!” 

He turned and strode confidently over the stoney ground, Alex and Eira scuttling close behind him. He’d expected to feel accomplished but there was a sense of unease nagging at his mind. Julian was once again uncharacteristically silent.

“I’m sorry about back there,” Alex mumbled, falling into pace beside him. “How did you make all that up on the spot?”

Roy laughed. “Base all your lies on the truth, mate.”

“Wait, so Janice is an actual person who you work with? And the baby story…?”

“I don’t like it.” Julian finally voiced the same concern that had been plaguing Roy, and he staggered to a halt halfway to the staff doors. Eira bumped against his back, and Roy saw his illusioned uniform blur for a moment before snapping back into focus.

“You’re thinking this was too easy.” A sinking feeling settled in Roy’s stomach and he dropped to one knee, pretending to tie his shoelace. He hoped it would buy them some time if Amy was still watching.

“What are you doing?!” Eira hissed from behind him, but Julian’s thoughts overrode her protests.

“Not even Velbians are this lax. Someone’s in there waiting for us.” 

“She did say they were short-staffed…” Despite his words, Roy wasn’t convinced. “You think they’re onto us?”

“I’ve underestimated them before.”

Roy grimaced. “We can’t just walk away now.” 

They’d come this far; there must be some way to get in safely. He bit his lip as he remembered his exit through the library window. In theory, no one should have closed it; the window looked like it hadn’t been touched in years, but it was also on the opposite side of the building.

“We’re going to need a distraction.”

When he looked up, Eira was standing beside Alex, wringing her hands in distress. “Roy!” Her words had become a panicked whisper. “You need to get up! I didn’t illusion you to have shoelaces!” 

“I’m afraid that’s about to be the least of your worries,” Roy replied quietly as he stood. “We need a distraction for Amy at the gate. Something like a delivery van pulling up ought to do. Can you do it?” It was a big ask and Eira’s face paled, but he didn’t have time to feel guilty. “Please! Quick as you can!”

“But I haven’t practiced—” She glanced at Alex.

“It doesn’t have to be perfect. Just keep it at a distance,” Alex said. His reassurance seemed to help, and Eira nodded.

Glancing over his shoulder, Roy saw Amy looking their way. “We’ll walk as slowly as we can, but we can’t go inside.” 

Together they moved off again, shuffling across the yard at a pace he hoped still looked natural. There was no way to check what was going on behind them without rousing further suspicion, but Eira hadn’t let them down so far.

“Your head person thinks it’s a trap?” Alex kept his voice low enough that only Roy could hear, and Roy answered without turning towards him.

“Jules thinks it’s too easy,” he said. “And I agree. I left a window open around the back last time I was here. Should be able to get in that way.” 

A fast, crunching sound told Roy that Eira was catching up with them. She kept looking back over her shoulder and he saw that her uniform had blurred; the SpellCraft logo was now just a smudge of colour. Glancing down, he noticed his own disguise was the same. But it didn’t matter. A large white van was making a U-turn in the short entranceway, and Amy was duly preoccupied.

“Great work! Over here.” Roy veered away from the staff doors, sprinting left towards a line of conifers that marked the separation of the gravel courtyard and the palace gardens. There was a path through the trees, but the foliage would hide them as long as they made it before Eira had to stop her illusion. With luck, Amy would just assume they had gone inside.

The grounds were blessedly empty when they reached the shelter of the conifers. Roy pulled Alex flat beside him, keeping them both out of sight while Eira backtracked a little, finishing up with the van. To Roy’s relief, no angry shout came from the gates and after a moment, Eira joined them, letting out a deep breath.

“Can someone explain to me why I had to do that?” She gave Roy a sideways glare.

“We’re getting in a different way,” Alex said before Roy could answer. “Roy’s head person agrees it’s too suspicious that they were just going to let us through.” 

“We shall need to have a talk about this new title,” Julian commented, and Roy let out a relieved laugh, earning a confused look from the others. He gestured to his head as an explanation, catching sight of his arm as he did so. 

The SpellCraft uniform had disappeared, leaving the guard’s jacket that he had stolen the day before visible. The others’ outfits had changed too, replaced by a perfect illusionary replica of his own; they looked sharp and flawless, with barely any residual magical energy detectable. 

Roy whistled. “And you said you were going to go into healing?” 

Eira’s cheeks took on a faint flush at his praise. They’d had less than three hours to plan before leaving the safe house, and even though Roy had watched her working in preparation, the result was better than he could have anticipated.

“Don’t think flattery will work on me,” she retorted, but then gave a grin of her own. 

Alex was looking across the gardens, expression distant. When Roy clapped him on the shoulder, he jumped. “Come on then,” he said. “Sooner we get in, the sooner we can leave this place behind, right?”

“Yeah.” Alex’s eyes seemed to refocus as he nodded. “You’re right. Let’s go.”




THE LIBRARY WINDOW swung open with ease, though they needed to boost each other up to reach it. Their entrance wasn’t as quiet as Roy had hoped, but both his magic sense and his hearing told him that the room was probably empty. 

	He was proved right when they emerged from between the narrow bookshelves. Fading sunlight came in through the stained-glass windows, and the library was as vacant as he had left it yesterday. Either it was too late for anyone to be using it, or it was suffering from the same deficit of staff as the security outside.

Now that they had space to breathe, the urgency that had driven Roy through the gardens faded to hesitation. Find Oliver and get out; that was the plan. But Roy didn’t feel comfortable making the call to move on. He didn’t even know where to start looking, and the musty smell of this place was bringing back bad memories from the previous day.

“Where to from here, then?” When he turned towards Alex for input, the kid was again staring at nothing. Eira reached out to touch his arm and the gesture pulled Alex out of his reverie. 

“Back with us?” Roy said. Being here again after everything must be tough on Alex, he knew. It hadn’t been much more than a day since Alex had found out about his father, and the grief in his eyes was hauntingly familiar

“Sorry,” Alex said, shaking his head. “I was just...”

“It’s okay. I know this must be really hard,” Eira said, but at this, Alex frowned.

“It’s not that,” he said slowly, as if trying to figure out the words. “It’s... You know. The ground magic. I forgot how strong the feeling is when I’m here.”

“Ground magic?” Roy didn’t follow, but Eira seemed to understand completely. Even Julian was curious, and Roy was surprised that the Spy didn’t have an explanation.

“Alex can sense a kind of magical energy when he’s here in the palace. It’s something only he—” She cut herself off with a pained look.

“Apparently it’s a Royal Family thing,” Alex said with a shrug, and Roy realised why Eira had stopped. With Matthew gone, Alex was the last one. 

“It’s not specifically the palace,” Alex continued. “As far as I can tell, it comes from the land it’s built on, but I can sense like... disruptions in the energy, when mages are nearby. I guess it’s an extension of my normal magic sense, everywhere the ground magic reaches.”

“So, what, you’re like a mini map when you’re in here?” Roy replied, and was met with blank looks. “You know, like in a game? Ugh, never mind. You can tell whenever there are guards coming, then?”

Alex nodded. “Yeah. If they’re mages, at least. But there’s something else strange.” He frowned again, the distant look returning to his eyes, and Roy realised it reminded him of when Oliver or Eira were talking with their Champions. “There’s a bit I can’t sense,” Alex continued. “Like some kind of void. It wasn’t there before.”

“A void,” Roy repeated. If it was new to the palace, he’d put money on it being something to do with Aiden.

“I can’t really tell how big, but it’s not small, if that makes sense?”

It didn’t make any sense, but it was the only shot they had. “Could you find it for us?” Roy asked.

“Yeah, I think so.” Alex shrugged his backpack higher on his shoulders, face taking on an expression of determination.

“Do you think this void-room could be where Aiden is holding Oliver?” Eira saying it out loud made it sound a better plan than it had in Roy’s head. 

“It’s a good enough lead.” Alex’s words were definitive, and he began to descend the steps to the library doors, Eira beside him. 

Roy followed, wincing at the noise they made in the quiet space. It wouldn’t be long before the palace guard noticed they were missing. All he could hope was that they would make it to Oliver in time.








CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN
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AN ACHE BURNED in Oliver’s limbs; awareness assaulted his mind. When he opened his eyes, he could see a high ceiling, fuzzy and shadowed as he blinked up at it. He instinctively reached for the magic that would sharpen his vision, but the action caused his stomach to roll with nausea. Any attempt to lift his head sent a sharp pain through his neck – this, he realised, was as much a consequence of his awkward position on the narrow sofa as it was of the battle he had endured before arriving in this room.

Exhaustion must have won out, dragging him into a dreamless sleep that had left only dread and panic in its wake. A tinkle of clumsy piano notes came from beyond the sofa, and Oliver realised that this was what had woken him. The distorted tune was familiar, and he got a sense that his subconscious had been urgently trying to place it.

“It’s one of Nathaniel’s.” Ewen answered the question in his mind. A memory accompanied the words, though Oliver didn’t need to see the scene to remember it himself. As a requirement of attending to his mentor, he had often been allowed to sit amongst the former Champions, listening as they talked together in the large drawing room while Nathaniel played.

“That proves he’s with her, then.” 

There were four of them now. All of the Champions. Even in his current circumstance, the thought should have brought some joy, but Oliver only felt numb.

The melody from the piano started again, slower but smoother this time, as Tamara became more familiar with the notes. 

In his childhood, Oliver had always been more at home with the adults than with his peers. With no guarantee which of the many noble children would become a Champion, the Palace preferred to educate all the Potentials alongside each other. Arriving late and parentless, he was an anomaly even before Ewen had taken him on, and that had done nothing to improve his relationship with his rivals. Those Potentials who didn’t outright resent him simply tried to ignore his presence. Even Matthew, to whom he was closest, had treated him more like a bossy older sibling than a friend.

It was only us for so long... 

His time at the palace was forgotten history; he and Matthew had been nothing more than the last remnants of a failed legacy. 

I’m still the last. 

The bitter thought came unbidden to his mind, and Oliver realised just why Tamara’s existence hurt. These new Champions were Alex’s. He was the only product of the old system left; a system that had failed and consequently been wiped out. 

“I should have died with Matthew.”

“You should know that won’t get you out of your responsibilities.” Ewen’s criticism was enough to momentarily jerk Oliver from his self-pity. “If that’s what you truly wanted then you would have let us die at Aiden’s feet.”

“Maybe I should have!”

“Don’t argue with me over something you don’t believe. It wastes both our time.” 

Oliver’s anger rose at his mentor’s emotionless dismissal. The man could read his feelings and yet still provided no comfort. But when had he ever been different? From the day Ewen chose him to personally train, Oliver had never understood why. 

“I chose you precisely because I don’t like having my time wasted, Oliver. And neither should you. It’s far too valuable.”

“I don’t understand.”

“Why would I train multiple Potentials knowing that the majority would amount to nothing? The others might have enjoyed babysitting, but I required a workable assistant.” 

It was true that Ewen had started giving him tasks from the moment he took Oliver on — things that, looking back, seemed far beyond his years or position. That he’d been trusted enough to sit in on meetings with the active Champions was much more than was expected of the other Potentials. 

“I’d have considered my reasons for choosing you obvious,” Ewen continued. “Your test scores were always impeccable, but even from our earliest interactions I could tell that you thought correctly. None of this frivolous nonsense that seems to occupy most people’s minds… This role requires someone logical. Analytical. You have always been perfectly suited.”

Oliver didn’t know how to respond. It didn’t feel like he was being complimented. Ewen talked as though his abilities were firm, factual, but all he’d ever felt was that he was treading water, barely keeping up with the demands piled upon him. He’d failed so many times. Losing Matthew. Alienating Alex. Walking straight into this very situation. Every time, trying to live up to the expectations of a role he wasn’t cut out for.

“You are more than capable,” Ewen stated firmly. “It’s about time you believed it.”

With a groan, Oliver reached up to rub at his blurry eyes. “Giving up felt better.”

“You’d be doing yourself a disservice. Besides, I’m not ready to die just yet.”

The ache in his limbs was becoming unbearable and, as much as he didn’t want the others to know he was awake, he pushed himself up until he was half seated, half slumped against the armrest. He rolled his neck to ease the stiffness and stretched out his cramped muscles. His coat was making him clammy and hot in the now-stuffy room, so he shrugged it off, letting it slide down onto the sofa behind him. As he did so, something hard dug into his side from his pocket. 

“My phone!” Exhilaration at the discovery faded instantly to regret, as he remembered he’d definitely left it in the safe house bedroom after his call with Tamara. “I’m such an idiot.” He could have called Dory at least and warned her of Aiden’s pursuit. Even Roy—

And with that thought, he realised what the item was. With shaking hands, he reached into the coat pocket, letting out a breath of relief when he touched fabric rather than wood. It was the wand. The one Roy had taken from Felix Marek. He’d put it in his pocket the day he’d chased after Matthew. The day they’d received the call about Alex. Forever ago. 

Oliver winced; any memory of Matthew was like touching an open wound. Back then, Felix Marek had seemed enough of a problem. He’d never have dreamed—

Again, realisation interrupted Oliver’s rumination. They’d asked Roy for his help getting into the palace. He’d been there with Matthew. But Alex hadn’t seen Roy until he appeared at the safe house. 

“Ewen, when did Roy say his Awakening happened?” Oliver projected the thought urgently. “It was when he triggered an alarm, correct? He said he left Matthew behind so he could cause a distraction.”

“I believe so,” Ewen confirmed. “If I am following your thoughts correctly, you’re implying that Roy didn’t know Alex before his Awakening, and the timing—”

“He awoke before Matthew died.” Oliver felt light-headed as he reached the inevitable conclusion. “Roy could never have awoken for Alex. They never met each other. He awoke for Matthew!”

Matthew wasn’t... Matthew wasn’t broken. He’d lost all of his Potentials, and in the twenty-three years since there’d never been another. They’d both thought there never would be.

“How? Why now?” Oliver asked the question even as he theorised an answer. Who else could it have been? Matthew never let anyone get close; he never relied on anyone except Oliver himself. “How was I so blind? We always knew the Potentials were raised alongside the next in line, that they needed to form a bond. It’s the connection that’s the trigger!”

 “I don’t think you could have forced it even if you knew.” Ewen’s calm thoughts tempered Oliver’s agitation. “Matthew never trusted anyone unless he had to, and finding someone to return that trust is no easy feat. Despite my reservations about him, it can’t be denied that Roy put himself at risk to aid Matthew’s escape.”

“Of all the people.” For what felt like the first time in days, the ghost of a smile appeared on Oliver’s face. Roy may never return to take up his role, but what he stood for was enough. With that, Oliver pulled the wand, still tightly wrapped in green cloth, from his pocket. 

Any contact with the wood would cause the magic contained within to discharge through his body, pulling his own magic away with it. In his current state, he wasn’t sure he would survive the experience. Even after everything that had happened, he still didn’t know how the wand worked or what kind of magic it contained.

“Magic doesn’t work in this room...” Oliver sat up straight as he thought, resting the wrapped wand on his knees. From this position it was possible to see over the back of the sofa to the piano. Tamara had stopped playing and, although his vision wasn’t clear enough to make out her features, the sharp jerk of her head turning away told Oliver she had been looking at him. “However, I can still hear you. And Tamara can clearly hear Nathaniel.”

“Not all magic, then.”

Not all magic. The symbols Tamara had pointed out to him before were still glowing along the upper part of the wall. Oliver picked the wand back up and carefully undid some of the binding until a faint glow showed through the material. “It’s the same.”

Replacing the cloth so he could hold the wand without worry, Oliver forced himself to his feet. Across the room, he saw Morgan and Tamara were now sitting down on the floor beside the piano. Whatever murmured conversation they were having stopped as he approached.

“What can you tell me about these markings?” Oliver directed the question at Tamara, gesturing to the glowing symbols above them. For once he was grateful for his shoddy vision, as it kept Morgan as little more than a blur at her side.

“They’re an old form of magic, I think.” Tamara’s words were rapid, as if she feared Oliver would give up on this conversation as quickly as he had started it. “Aiden told me he’s been studying them. I’ve seen them somewhere else, too. On the walls of the passageway that Alex opened.”

“The passageway?” Even if Aiden didn’t invent them, why would they be on something constructed generations ago within the palace?

Tamara nodded. “He said they were Ardveldian originally. Which actually makes sense when you think about it. The lines and circles are in the same style as the old royal symbol. It must be one as well.” She tugged self-consciously at a dark ringlet of hair, as though remembering who she was speaking to. “Though, I’m sure you already knew that.”

Oliver waved the comment away without a reply and crouched down to the floor. “I’ve seen them before too.” He set the wand between them, still covered by the cloth. “Don’t touch it. If you touch it, the magic will run straight through you. It’s not very pleasant.” 

Tamara inclined her head in confirmation and, satisfied, Oliver pulled aside the material until the glowing symbols on the wood were fully visible.

Morgan moved closer as the wand was revealed. “Where did you get that?” His voice, though soft, held an authoritative edge, and Oliver’s anger threatened to spike.

“That’s none of your business.” At the edge of his vision, he saw Tamara glancing nervously between them.

“You don’t have to tell me,” Morgan replied. “But you should see the benefit of putting feelings aside here. It’s clear you have no idea what you have in your possession.”

“And I suppose you do?” Oliver snapped, feeling foolish even as he said it. Despite the tension between them, Morgan didn’t seem the type to baselessly gloat.

“It’s a weapon. My nephew makes them.” Morgan looked at Tamara. “I’m sure you recall the magic attack in the city last week? It is likely one of these was involved.”

Oliver couldn’t help giving a scoff of bitter amusement. “I can guarantee it.”

A puzzled frown crossed Tamara’s face, but Morgan pressed on, turning back to Oliver. “I am baffled as to how you even have it with you. Were you not searched?” 

Come to think of it, it was strange that he hadn’t been. Aiden and his guards hadn’t treated him with any wariness; after his surrender, they had scarcely given him a second look until he was thrown in here. But then again, Oliver didn’t consider himself a threat either in his current condition.

“Why would they?” It was Tamara who spoke, her words echoing his own reasoning. “A strong mage doesn’t need a weapon. You are the weapon. And Oliver is clearly in no state to fight.”

“That’s ridiculous,” Morgan exclaimed in disbelief. “Never make assumptions when it comes to your enemies. Just because no threat appears on the surface doesn’t mean there isn’t one hidden from view.”

Oliver swallowed hard at the words. “Speaking from experience?” 

Morgan frowned, and Tamara cleared her throat.

“Well, Aiden’s complacency could be lucky for us. Do you know how the weapon works?” She addressed the question to Morgan, who shook his head.

“Only that they started appearing in the past year or so. I believe they are somehow related to the disappearing mages that Aiden worked with. I have never seen one that functions.”

The glow from the wand seemed to warp in the fading light of the day. Oliver blinked, then rubbed at his eyes again, wishing he could generate a magelight. Beside him, movement from Morgan made him tense, and he kept a wary eye on the man as he walked towards the locked door.

“What are you doing?” Oliver called, just as there was a click and light flooded the room.

“Turning the light on,” Morgan replied. “It seems the electricity still works.”

Of course it does. Oliver clenched his teeth; he had to admit the light was a help. 

As Morgan returned, Oliver watched Tamara hover a hand over the wand, its glowing symbols far less disconcerting under the electric glare.

“It feels strange,” she said. “I can’t sense any purpose in whatever spell is there. Almost like there’s no passive spell at all. It’s just… wild.”

“From what I’ve experienced, it reacts badly to a mage’s own magic,” Oliver explained. “When I tested it before, the power it holds seemed to ground itself through me. It’s exhausting, as though—”

“I know what it reminds me of!” Tamara spoke over Oliver excitedly. “It’s just like the magic from Aiden’s mage guards! Just much weaker.”

Oliver bit back a frustrated response to the interruption. Tamara was right. He’d realised the same thing during his battle in the park; the weakness that coursed through his body at the guards’ attacks mirrored the sensation he had experienced when he first touched the wand. 

Tamara was looking in his direction, rubbing her hands over each other. “I’m sorry. You were speaking.”

“It’s fine,” Oliver replied absently. His mind was running over the information, putting it together with something Morgan had said. Begrudgingly, he turned towards the High Minister, who was leaning against the piano. “You say Aiden made this. And you think it’s linked to mages disappearing?” 

“I do,” Morgan replied. “These weapons emerged shortly after the first reports. It’s unlikely to be a coincidence.”

Oliver’s mouth went dry. “It didn’t make sense to me before,” he said. “But this wand... I’ve never put magic into it. None of us have. After discharging its energy, it should have nothing left - but it doesn’t.”

Across from him, Tamara bobbed her head, chewing on her lip as she thought. “You can’t just get magic out of nothing,” she said slowly. “A spell can’t re-charge itself. The only thing that can produce magical energy is… well, a mage.” As she said it, her eyes met Oliver’s own for the first time, widening as he nodded.

“But how?!” Tamara exclaimed. “How could he possibly put a mage’s life-force into... into this?” She shrunk away from where the wand lay.

“I don’t know how he does it.” Morgan glanced at the door, his posture tense. “As I said before, I’ve only heard rumours. But I imagine you both might find out soon enough…”

Oliver tried to suppress a shudder. The wand on the floor now seemed less a dangerous novelty, more a grotesque grave marker. He got unsteadily to his feet to face Morgan. 

“You knew he was doing this, and you did nothing?”

“What, exactly, would you have had me do? Openly declare my nephew a murderer? With my sister near death, and based entirely on rumours? You’ve been out of the game too long if you can’t imagine the ramifications of that.”

“Oh, so you covered it up to save your own skin. Why does that not surprise me?” Oliver spat back, and Morgan froze, a dark look crossing his face.

“I don’t care who you are - don’t ever accuse me of putting my own welfare above that of this country again.” The calm had left Morgan’ voice, replaced by an icy anger, and he crossed the distance between them until he was looking directly into Oliver’s eyes. “You can curse me until your last breath, but I was not going to deliver Ardveld’s people straight to Aiden.”

Oliver stared back, unflinching. “How noble.” His body was tense, but this time he restrained the anger that had previously overwhelmed him. Anger wasn’t going to help Alex. It wasn’t going to get him out of this room. Anger could wait. 

With a deep sigh, Oliver broke the eye contact that had kept them both fixed in place. “Whatever you intended, it doesn’t make any difference to our current situation, does it?” 

Leaving Tamara and Morgan by the piano, he walked over to the tall windows. Outside the grounds were empty, bathed golden in the dying light. It was a familiar sight, yet strange, like a half-remembered dream. He shook off the feeling before he could dwell on it.

They were on the ground floor; it would be a simple escape if they could break a window. There were no guards outside that Oliver could see. The one at the door would have to make it through the room to follow, which could buy them some time.

“The protection spells on the glass are likely still there,” Ewen said, and Oliver was thankful his mentor didn’t comment on the altercation with Morgan. “That means you would need magic to break it.”

The wand was still lying on the ground, wrapped in the silk handkerchief with which Oliver had bound it. He made his way back over to it, bent down and folded some cloth over the thicker end to create a handle. Then he stood up and held it out.

“Take it,” he ordered, holding the unwrapped end of the wand out to Morgan. 

“What are you doing?” Tamara stepped between them, eyeing the wand suspiciously.

“I want to see what happens when a non-mage touches it. The last time I faced one of these, it was wielded against me. Aiden wouldn’t create something he couldn’t use, so take it,” he finished.

“You’re prepared to hand me a weapon?” Morgan didn’t move, and Oliver didn’t pull back.

“I know what I’m doing.”

With a careful motion, Morgan reached out to clasp the bare wood of the wand, lifting it gently from Oliver’s grasp. The makeshift handle fluttered to the floor as Morgan rotated it, the glowing runes casting an eerie light over his pale skin. Nothing happened.

“Now what?” Morgan held the weapon close to his body, and Oliver was relieved to see that he kept the tip pointed away from the two mages.

“Can you feel anything?” Tamara asked.

Morgan frowned. “Something. A vibration. It feels unbalanced.” He looked at the wand in his hand, tilting it slowly up and down, as if testing the flow of something inside.

“Be careful. I don’t know much power it has. Hopefully it will be enough to get us out of here.”

“You’re assuming I can work out how to use this.” Morgan didn’t lower his arm, but stopped the movement. 

“If one of Marek’s henchmen can use one, I’m confident you can figure it out.” Oliver tore his gaze away and assessed the remaining items in the room. Sofa, piano, maybe the paintings...

“Nathaniel won’t be pleased about the piano,” Ewen commented, and Oliver found himself smiling thinly in response.

“Put the wand down by the window for now,” he called back over his shoulder, as he moved towards the sofa. “We need to move some furniture.”




WITH HIS BODY still weak, Oliver hadn’t been much help, but between the three of them they had soon created a reasonable barricade against the room’s only door. The need to work silently hadn’t made the job easier. At one point, when the glossy black of the grand piano bumped hard enough against the door to dent the white paint, Oliver had held his breath, certain they were about to be interrupted. For once though, it seemed luck was on his side.

“Once we’re out of the room, the symbols should no longer be able to block our magic.” Oliver ran over the plan again as the three of them stood in front of the tall window. “I’m not convinced we’ll fare well if the guard makes it after us, but our chances are better than in here.”

“If they want a fight, this time I’ll make sure they’ll regret it.” Fire flashed in Tamara’s eyes, leaving Oliver taken aback. It seemed she was more of a warrior than he had given her credit for. “You still haven’t recovered much strength,” she continued, looking up at him. “If it comes to it, focus on getting away. I’ll try to stop them from coming after you.”

Oliver shook his head. “Getting to Alex isn’t going to make much difference in the long run. We can’t hide away anymore.” He looked over Tamara’s head at Morgan, who held the wand at his side, mouth pursed into a line of determination.

“I’d suggest you leave Aiden to me, but I know you won’t trust it unless you see it with your own eyes,” Morgan said. At Oliver’s nod, Morgan turned to Tamara, expression softening as he continued. “And I assume you won’t leave, even if I order you to?”

“I don’t remember following your orders last time,” she said, smiling. “Anyway, I don’t work for you anymore, and I don’t see you two getting very far by yourselves.”

“You’re probably right.” As much as Oliver hated to admit it, having another Champion with him wouldn’t hurt their chances.

“I suggest you both stand back.” 

Oliver and Tamara retreated to the centre of the room at Morgan’s command. He brought the wand up and steadied his stance. “Let’s hope this works.”

With a flick of his wrist, Morgan snapped the wand forwards, and Oliver felt the air crackle with energy as power exploded away from him. For a moment, the glass held. Then the entire window shattered outwards in a rain of shards and dust.








CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT
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DURING HIS LAST stay at the palace, the gentle hum of ground magic had become more and more comfortable until Alex was barely aware of it, only noticing its quiet absence once it had gone. Now, though, the void nagged at him like a chipped edge in his mind. 

They had paused after leaving the library, urgency tempered by the knowledge that the guards would likely have noticed they were missing by now. Well, by that and the fact that Alex wasn’t sure where to go. Despite telling Roy he could lead the way, Alex had no real idea where the sensation of the void was coming from. It had felt closer once they’d entered the palace, but it was impossible to tell how large a space it occupied or how far from them it might be.

“We need to head that way.” Alex pointed vaguely downwards and, unfortunately, at the wall. 

“Helpful.” Roy raised an eyebrow, and Alex sighed.

“I know. I should be able to narrow it down once we get closer. I’m pretty confident that whatever it is, it’s below us.”

“There are a lot of rooms down there,” Roy replied. “A bunch of reception rooms, mirror gallery, music hall… Our nearest staircase is back that way, if you think we should go down.” He gestured to his right and away from the area Alex had indicated.

“That would take us near the guest wing,” Eira said. “I really don’t think that’s a good idea, since that’s probably where Aiden is staying.” 

“And the other way goes towards the state rooms.” Roy shrugged, his red hair catching the glow of the sunset shining through the windows opposite. “Aiden could be anywhere. There’s not much point going all over trying to avoid him.”

Eira made a discontented noise, and Alex found himself bewildered by their sudden knowledge of the palace layout until he remembered it likely wasn’t their own. He leant against the library doors, the sharp angle of his device digging into his back through the fabric of the rucksack. If they did bump into Aiden and his guards, the hastily crafted machine would be the only defence they had.

“Whichever way we go, we should move soon,” Alex said. He’d caught sight of a red dot of light emanating from a camera positioned above the window. “Looks like security’s watching us.”

Both Eira and Roy followed his gaze, and Alex sensed the faint shift of Eira’s magic as she strengthened their illusioned uniforms. 

“Can we get rid of the cameras?” She looked to Roy, who shook his head.

“No. That’ll draw attention. Best to just keep the illusions running and with any luck we’ll slip under their radar.” He ran a hand through his hair. “Why don’t we stay on this floor for now? There’s another staircase before we hit the main entrance and it’s deep enough into the palace that we’re less likely to bump into any guard patrols.”

“You guys know this place better than me.” Alex smiled to hide a grimace. That he had such close ties to this foreboding building still didn’t seem real. “I’ll tell you if anything changes with the void.”

With that, they started off, away from the direction Roy had first suggested and towards a set of double doors further down the corridor. As they passed through, the hall expanded into a bright, high-ceilinged room which seemed to sparkle as they walked over the glossy floor. Paintings covered golden embossed walls, so intricately carved that they were works of art themselves, and Alex marvelled at them with awe. 

Wonder didn’t ease his nerves for long. The space had a multitude of doors, any of which could burst open at any moment with an assault from Aiden’s guards.

“You said we can sense them, right? Aiden’s mages?” Alex hoped his question didn’t betray his uncertainty. He was confident that his connection to the ground magic would warn him of any approaching mages, but Roy had said that magic didn’t work on Aiden’s guards. What if that meant he couldn’t feel them coming?

“Don’t worry. You’ll know them when you feel them.” Roy clapped him on his shoulder, but Alex didn’t miss his anxious glance behind them. “Come on.”

Trying to focus on the void rather than his anxieties, Alex followed Roy’s lead. Beside him, Eira was quiet too. The illusion she was running would be taking up much of her attention, but he sensed that wasn’t the sole reason for her silence. Any conversation would just bring all their fears to the surface.

Room led onto room until Alex had no bearing on where they were in relation to the library. It wasn’t until they reached a long, white corridor with windows overlooking the gardens that Roy’s assertion that Alex would feel the guards was tested. A crackling energy disrupted the flow of ground magic, coming from somewhere above him. Briefly, he released his focus on it, casting out with his normal magic sense instead for the presence of a mage - but if there was someone there, the ceiling blocked any ability to detect them.

Eira paused beside him, and Alex realised he had stopped moving. 

“There’s something above us. Can you feel anything?”

Roy tilted his head. “Not on another floor, mate. It’s not the void?”

“No. It’s something else.” Alex looked up at the painted ceiling. “It’s disrupting the ground magic - kinda like a mage, but not.” There was no way to confirm what was giving off the strange energy, but Alex felt he could hazard a guess.

“Like a mage, but not. Sounds familiar,” Roy said, confirming Alex’s thoughts. “Are they moving?”

Alex nodded. “Slowly. Headed in the same direction we are.” He looked between Eira and Roy. “Do we try a different way?”

“Well, we’re not far from the stairs. They might not even know we’re down here.” Eira’s nervous glance at the security cameras undermined her optimistic tone. 

“Let’s test it, then.” Before they could debate further, Roy moved off, back the way they had come. Alex jogged to catch up, but Roy held up a hand to slow him. “Just act casual. We’re palace guards patrolling a corridor, remember? As far as anyone watching can tell, anyway…”

For a moment, the crackling disruption stayed behind. Then Alex felt it move, keeping pace with them on the floor above. “It’s following.”

“Right.” Roy swung an arm up towards the nearest security camera. A flare of magic followed - a bolt of energy that snapped the camera to the side, leaving its housing scorched and misshapen. “Hopefully that’ll do it.”

“I thought you said not to touch the cameras!” Eira exclaimed as Roy spun on his heel and bolted past her. Alex followed, the device in his rucksack weighing heavily on his back as he ran.

“They’re onto us.” Roy blasted another camera as the end of the corridor came into sight. “The stairwell’s just ahead. We have to get rid of the cameras around the stairs. The floors above and below, too. They’ll still know we’re in the blackout zone, but at least they won’t be able to see where.”

“You want us to get the machine ready?” Alex called through panting breaths. 

“We’re going to have to face those guys at some point. Might as well do it now.” 

The stairwell was large enough to be called a room in itself. From the central landing, a staircase spiralled up to Alex’s left, another curving down to his right. The banister was a dark wood, polished until it reflected the light from the chandeliers suspended above, and when he looked over the edge, Alex could see the floor below.

“Head down and take out the cameras,” Roy called as he bounded up the stairs. “I’ll do the halls above and we’ll meet back here.”

There was no time to worry about whether a guard was coming before Roy had disappeared out of sight.  Leaving Eira to finish the central landing, Alex hurried to the lower level.

The ground floor corridor was narrower than the one he had just left, and despite the tall windows of coloured glass that ran the height of the stairwell, the space was dark. To his relief, the cameras here were easy to spot. He followed Roy’s example, forcing his breathing to slow as he focussed his will on the bolt of magic that would destroy them. They cracked with a sound that made him flinch; until now, he could have almost pretended he wasn’t committing a crime.

Eira was wringing her hands when Alex returned to the landing. “The machine— do we get it ready?” Her words came out in a rush, and Alex shrugged off his backpack as Roy joined them.

“Upstairs is done. No sign of the guard,” Roy said. “Can you still feel them?”

“Yeah…” Alex had crouched down to open the rucksack, shaking hands struggling with the zip that held it shut. He paused and closed his eyes. With a deep breath, he reached out again towards the ground magic, its heavy energy blanketing his mind as he tuned back in. The void remained as it had been before, somewhere below them, and there was the static energy of the mage guard, unmoving somewhere above. “They’ve stopped, but they’re still there.”

“Probably waiting on orders now they’ve lost visuals,” Roy replied. “Gives us time to set up.”

“Not much chance of taking them by surprise, though.” Alex was counting on Aiden’s mages not running a shield. If they absorbed magic, like Roy said, there would be no need for one against a magic attack. He’d just have to hope they wouldn’t see anything non-magical as a threat.

Turning back to the rucksack, Alex pulled out their makeshift weapon. Despite his modifications, the device didn’t look much different from when his mother had placed it into his hands at the safe house. Unobtrusive and rectangular, it was less than half the size of the generator he’d used at the concert - more akin to one of his games consoles than its amp-sized counterpart. Its dull metallic surface dug into his palms as he unravelled the long wires that now extended from its body. Sharp barbed tips marked the end of each wire, designed to penetrate through clothing and skin. The flyback transformer he had salvaged from the safe house TV should increase the voltage enough to paralyse, and Alex had filled the passive spell that would turn the generator with as much magic as he had dared sacrifice. All it needed now was to be activated.

The corridor they’d come down would provide cover, should the guard enter the landing above them. Alex set his device there and activated the spell. Inside, the generator began to whirr, metal surroundings vibrating under his touch as the power charged.

“Come on… Where are they?” Roy muttered from above him. He was shifting his balance nervously, occasionally poking his head around the wall to look up the stairs, even though Alex hadn’t detected the guard move.

“I can tell you when they—” Alex cut himself off as he felt it. The void! The sensation that had been nagging at him since their arrival; it was suddenly gone. “Guys.” He spun on his knees to face Eira, mouth dry. “Something’s happened. Something’s wrong.” 

“What do you mean?” Eira kept her voice low as her eyes flashed towards the stairwell. “Are they coming?”

“If we need to fire this thing, tell us quick,” said Roy. “It’s not gonna take them long to get here.”

“It’s the room. The void. It’s gone!” It was as if his lifeline had been cut. Whatever the void was, it was the only hope he’d had of finding his uncle. Now that it had vanished, he was lost.

“Alright, but what about the guard?” Roy spoke hurriedly.

“Not moved. But we can’t wait here anymore.” Alex grabbed the wire nearest to him and started to wind it back up before Eira grasped his hand.

“Alex, stop! They could come any moment. It’s already charging, we can’t just go!”

“We have to!”

“Look,” Roy said, crouching beside him. “Calm down. We didn’t even know what that void was, anyway. Let’s just stick to the plan. Take this guy out, then keep searching. At least that way we won’t have as many creepy mages to worry about when we do.”

A sore dent had formed on Alex’s palm from gripping his machine so hard. Roy’s words made sense, but… 

“If Uncle Oliver was in that room— What if something’s happened? It’s the only reason we’re even here. I can’t take that risk!”

An unreadable expression crossed Roy’s face, and for a minute he seemed lost in his thoughts. “It wasn’t far, right? Somewhere below us?” He turned back to Alex, who saw a flicker of worry in his eyes, despite his calm manner. “Do you think you can find it alone?”

“What are you talking about?” Eira said, but Roy ignored her. He shrugged off the guard’s jacket he was wearing, and Alex realised his own illusioned version had disappeared, Eira clearly having stopped casting it once they’d destroyed the cameras.

“Take this.” Roy handed the jacket to Alex. “See if you can find the room where the void was. We’ll catch up with you as soon as we’re done here.”

“No!” Eira spoke in a whispered shout. “You cannot be suggesting we split up. That’s ridiculous.” 

“If we pack up and that guard follows, we’ll all be defenceless,” Roy replied. “They’d easily spot the three of us on the cameras, and if we take any more out, they’ll see that we’re on the move. Alone, Alex can slip by unnoticed, and he can sense anyone coming from much further away than we can.” He stood up and held out a hand that Alex didn’t take.

“If I go, you won’t know if the guard moves.” He’d be leaving Eira and Roy completely vulnerable. The blackout zone had to be drawing attention, and Alex couldn’t shake the notion that Roy was seizing the opportunity to get him out of harm’s way. 

“The only way they’re going to get here is down those stairs, and once they’re that close, we’ll feel them ourselves,” Roy said, clearly trying to be reassuring. “I’m not saying go far. If you sense anyone, come straight back.”

Alex looked down at the machine, still whirring under his hand. Fear for his uncle wrestled with his instinct to protect his friends. Even if he found the former void, there was no guarantee he’d be able to do anything. And if his device failed against the guard… 

“We know how to use it.” Eira looked at Alex then, and the worry on her face had been replaced by determination. “Roy’s right. We can distract them here, and hopefully when you come back, you’ll have Oliver with you.”

“Okay,” Alex said, then grabbed Roy’s outstretched hand and let him hoist him to his feet. “Get Roy to shoot the wires while you activate the shock. It’s got to be hard and fast. If the firing spell gets near them, it’ll just be absorbed.”

“They’ll never see it coming.” Roy snorted humourlessly, turning towards the stairwell. “Go on, then. Quickly.”

With a last look at his two Champions, Alex darted out from their hiding place and back down the stairs to the narrow corridors below.




WHY DOES EVERYTHING look the same? Alex’s initial hurry had swept him through a series of halls, until wide, carpeted rooms had given way to narrow, windowless corridors with a dark floors that only added to his sense of confinement. He knew he should turn back, but without the void to anchor him Alex wasn’t even sure he could find the right direction. Not for the first time, he wished that whoever had created the Champion spell had allowed it to work on him; he could really use his father right now. Dad would know the way.

The click of a door behind him caused his heart to leap. He spun around as he strengthened his shield, breath tight in his chest. There had been no disruption in the ground magic to alert him that anyone was here.

“Hold your fire.” A man stood before him; he was young and slim, with dark hair that showed a hint of mahogany-red where the electric light caught it. He wore a long, pale coat that seemed out of place indoors, but his empty hands were held out in a gesture of peace.

Not a mage. Alex relaxed slightly, though he kept his guard up. At least that explained why he hadn’t felt his approach.

The man smiled. “You don’t recognise me, Alex?” 

Hearing his name shattered any sense of relief. He scanned the face of the stranger, seeing a flicker of disappointment disturb his handsome composure. Then the man lowered his arms and Alex finally recognised the familiar features from the news. 

“Ah, there we go.” Aiden Heliodor’s soft smile returned as Alex stumbled backwards. It hadn’t crossed his mind that, of course, Aiden had no magic of his own. But why would he be here alone?

“There’s no need to be afraid,” Aiden continued, in the face of Alex’s silence. “You’re lucky that I understand what’s going on. This could have been a rather compromising situation for you, had anyone else found you before I did.”

“I’m not afraid,” Alex lied. He narrowed his eyes. “What have you done to my uncle?” 

“Oliver is perfectly safe.” Aiden sighed and flexed his arms, looking at them distastefully, as though pained by his recent gesture of surrender. “It is unfortunate that I had to take him into my custody. You must understand, he attacked me - presumably due to the same misinformation you have been given. It was for his own safety as well as mine.” 

Alex wasn’t sure he did understand. Tamara had told them that Aiden was hunting them down. Roy had watched Aiden and his guards attack Oliver and drag him away. And Aiden had killed his father…

“I’m aware of what you’ve heard, but it isn’t true.” Aiden looked at him with an expression of pity. “I assure you that no one was more devastated by what happened to your father than I was.”

“You’re lying.”

“Why would I lie to you, Alex? You can see I don’t mean you any harm. Rest assured that I have informed my guards not to hurt your two friends either.” For a brief moment, Aiden glanced over his shoulder. “Given how you were misled, I’m prepared to overlook the illegal entry and property damage. Quite generous, I hope you appreciate, considering who you are.” 

His eyes seemed to flash as he said this, and Alex flinched.

“I’m not anyone,” he replied. There was no use denying his ancestry, really; Aiden already knew. But Alex didn’t care about who he was supposed to be. “I only want to get my uncle. Then we’ll leave.”

Aiden laughed, a light, pleasant sound that sent a shiver down Alex’s spine. “Unfortunately, things aren’t that simple.” He moved closer, enough that Alex caught the perfumed scent of his clothes. There was magic there, too. Little spells woven into the cloth - water resistance, strengthening to prevent wear, even some to purify the air. “Your uncle already attempted to assassinate me. He has the power of a Royal Champion, along with Tamara and, if I’m not mistaken, the two who accompanied you here? You must see that each of them will act in their own self-interest.” 

“They aren’t like that.”

“The old system is dead, Alex. There’s nothing left to bind them to your wishes. If there were, why would Tamara still be working with Morgan after he killed your father?”

Any retort died in Alex’s throat, choked by Aiden’s revelation. Morgan had done it? Then Tamara... Had she lied? Tricked Oliver into coming here? He needed to get away, to find some space where he could breathe, but his legs didn’t want to move. Nothing made sense anymore.

“You really don’t know anything about your heritage, do you?” Aiden inclined his head, looking Alex up and down. “I assume your father never told your mother who he was, either? I’m not sure how he could claim to love someone he lied to his whole life! Of course, it could have just been shame that was holding him back... Your father would never have been permitted to spend time with a person like her had the Royal Family lived.”

“What?” Alex barely heard his own response. The conversation seemed to be happening far away from him, as if he were submerged, separated from it by murky water.

Aiden reached into the pocket of his blazer and shrugged. “Those without magic had no status in Ardveld. Not even someone like me.”

“It’s not like that anymore.” 

“Isn’t it?” 

Movement at Aiden’s side caught Alex’s eye, and he watched the man pull a cylindrical metallic object from the pocket of his long coat. Jerking away, Alex strengthened his shield, but Aiden simply tossed the strange object in the air, casually catching it over and over.

“You’re just as naïve as your uncle,” Aiden continued. “I can see why your father never told you the truth.” He caught the cylinder again in his hand, knuckles turning white as he clenched it. 

“What’s tha—”

Alex’s question was cut off as Aiden once more closed the distance between them. He reached out and Alex’s shield quivered, blurring the air as Aiden’s fingers brushed against it. “Your ancestors were selfish. They manipulated the Champion spell to keep themselves in power. A secret that could have given magic to everyone, and they took it to their graves.” 

His lips were pursed in a thin line, and Alex’s head felt light

“I was so close...” Aiden hissed, and again he looked behind him, down to where the corridor faded into darkness. 

Darkness… Why did it suddenly seem so dark here? 

“I assume you don’t even know how they died?” 

Aiden’s words flowed through Alex’s mind, slipping away before he could grasp at them. How they died? He tried to focus, but all he saw was a blur of movement as his legs gave way. 

“What about this, Alex?” Crouching down close to his face, Aiden held up the cylinder that was in his hand. “Do you know what this is?”

The light reflecting from the metal left dots across Alex’s vision. As he blinked them away, he found his eyes had become too heavy to open. He felt his face resting on the corridor’s floor, hard and cool.

“It’s almost poetic.” Aiden’s voice floated down. “You lived your entire life knowing nothing. Seems you’re going to die that way, too.








CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE
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TAMARA CAUGHT HER reflection in another palace window. She was dishevelled, her curls flying out in disarray, clothes creased from heat and sweat. 

	The others didn’t look much better. Walking between Morgan and Oliver, she could feel the fragile peace between them, maintained as much by her presence as by their shared mission. Oliver clearly felt a kinship with her, despite his obvious mistrust, and despite what Morgan had said, she didn’t believe he didn’t care. As for herself, even with Nathaniel’s assurance, she felt about as close to being a Champion as she was a minister for Morgan; that is, hardly at all. 

They’d re-entered the palace through a side door that opened at her touch, and led on to the staff corridor through which they were now walking. Light from the setting sun dyed the navy carpet blood red, but as far as she could make out, the gardens were still empty. No obvious pursuit. She wasn’t sure if that should make her feel relieved or nervous.

Their pace was hurried. With Oliver still weak and stumbling, running was out of the question. Morgan had the wand, though none of them knew how much power it might have left. That meant the task of defending the group may well fall to Tamara alone. 

The resolve she’d felt when Morgan had shattered the window was quickly dissolving. Fighting guards to protect her life was one thing, but Aiden wasn’t a mage. Unless he had another weapon, he would be defenceless if they got to him, and that was another matter entirely. Both Morgan and Oliver held a deadly glint in their eyes, but even in self-defence, Tamara wasn’t sure she could kill.

“You could if you needed to.” Nathaniel’s soft voice entered her thoughts.

“That’s easy for you to say.” Of course he wouldn’t worry about killing people. His role as a Champion had been known as ‘the Guardian’ amongst Ardveld’s population. It was the same role that Tamara now technically held, but Nathaniel had commanded soldiers; she’d lived most of her life in a library.

“It may surprise you to know, I’ve never killed anyone,” Nathaniel replied. “But I know now that I could.” 

A memory flickered into her mind: a room full of people and colour and movement. Mouths moved as though they were shouting, but the scene was muted and blurry, only its emotions sharp. Horror and panic. Bodies lying still. People she knew and loved, torn from their seats. The metallic smell of blood.

Only, she didn’t know them. This was Nathaniel’s past. “To protect those I care about, I would have done it. I see the same in you.”

“Let’s hope it doesn’t come to that.” Her legs felt unsteady. To protect those she cared about... Tamara again looked at Morgan, and felt her heart warring with the sting of grief left behind by Nathaniel’s memory. She had a feeling that the people she cared about weren’t always going to be the ones she was supposed to protect. 

Ahead of them, the corridor finally opened into a dimly lit stairwell. She stopped as her magic sense picked up the flicker of mages ahead. Not Aiden’s guards. They couldn’t be; the energy wasn’t wild enough to be from his mage guard, but then again, bumping into anyone else wouldn’t be good news either.

“There’s someone ahead,” Tamara said, turning to Oliver to see if he’d felt them too. He looked confused, his magic weakness likely still impairing his senses. “I think they’re ordinary mages, but stay behind me, just in case.” 

Whoever they were, they must be reasonably strong for Tamara to sense them at this distance. If they were enemies, she’d just have to hope she was stronger.

The staircase curved up to their left, with tall, stained-glass windows running the height of the three palace floors. The higher levels were brighter, lit by sparkling chandeliers that hung over the staircase on long, golden chains. Somewhere above her, whispered voices floated down from the first landing.

“What if he’s dead?” A panicked whisper cracked into a squeak, and when Tamara looked up through the banister that encircled the first floor, she could see a shaded figure crouched on the ground. Another, taller person was leaning against the wall behind them - a slim male, with what looked like deep red hair. Neither looked like they were palace staff, and they were both looking at something on the floor just out of sight. 

“To be honest, I’m not sure I care right now.” The curt reply from the taller figure came through heavy breaths, and she thought it sounded like he was about to throw up. “He doesn’t look dead to me…” he continued in a softer tone. 

Tamara went to move forward, but Oliver was already pushing past her.

“Roy?!” he exclaimed, and the tall man seemed to start. His companion lifted their head and Tamara suddenly realised why her voice had seemed so familiar.

“Eira!” It didn’t make sense, and for a moment Tamara was rooted to the spot. 

“How is she here? And where is Alex?” Her anxiety was magnified by Nathaniel’s dismay.

“Oliver! Help, please!” Eira called out, panicked.

With surprising energy, Oliver bolted up the stairs. Tamara followed, rounding the stairs until the floor of the landing came into view. A man was lying there, and she recoiled as she saw the uniform. It was one of Aiden’s guards.

Eira was babbling as Oliver crouched beside her. “It was only supposed to stun them! I’ve been trying to heal, but they might be dead—”

“Eira,” he interrupted. “What are you doing here? Where’s Alex?” There was a fear in Oliver’s eyes that Tamara hadn’t seen before, not even when Aiden was threatening his life.

Behind them, the man Oliver had called Roy looked pale and shaken. He’d been staring at Oliver since he’d reached Eira’s side, but his expression of relief turned to confusion at the words.

“What do you mean? Alex was supposed to be finding you!”

Oliver looked up. “You brought him here?”

“Yeah, he—” Roy finally looked in Tamara’s direction. “What the hell is he doing here?” His words were a snarl, and Tamara flinched. Morgan had made it to the top of the stairs. 

Instinctively, she stepped between them, and then Roy was glaring at her.

“Tamara, right?” He was a strong mage, she could sense it, and taller than both Morgan and Oliver. “You’re supposed to be one of us!”

Tamara looked him up and down. “Nathaniel, did Oliver say there were other Champions?” 

“You think we’d choose someone like that? I suppose after you, anything’s possible.”

“Roy!” Oliver’s sharp voice cut across the standoff. “I need someone to answer me. Why are you here? What happened?”

“We came to rescue you.” Roy turned back to Oliver, expression softening. “We let Alex go looking around, to keep him away from this creep.” He nudged the man on the floor with his foot; the resulting groan proved, to Tamara’s relief, that he was indeed still alive. 

Something must have caught Roy’s eye too, because he knelt down for a moment by the guard’s head, before returning to his previous position with a small, dark object pressed to his ear. His attention was immediately occupied by what Tamara now realised was a communication device.

Eira was still sat on the floor, her body trembling. Tamara sat down beside her. 

“Eira, he isn’t dead. It’s okay.” She wasn’t sure whether touching the girl would provide comfort or distress, so she didn’t, instead looking again at the unconscious guard. 

The uniform was definitely that of Aiden’s mages, but Tamara felt none of the sickening energy that usually accompanied their presence. The man had dark, curly hair, not unlike her own, and this close up, she could see the faint line lines around his eyes. The beads of sweat on a forehead creased with pain. 

“Eira said she was healing him,” Tamara sent the thought to Nathaniel. “But wouldn’t the magic just be absorbed?”

“Unless they used all their power?” Nathaniel mused. “He certainly doesn’t feel like a mage of any sort now.”

“Can you tell me what happened?” Tamara placed a gentle hand on Eira’s arm. She jumped, as though noticing her presence for the first time. “How did you do this?”

Eira breathed a shuddering sigh. “Roy told us about Aiden’s mages absorbing magic. We didn’t know how we could fight them, but Alex said we could use his machine. You fire the wires then press the button. It’s only supposed to stun.” 

“Well, it seems to have worked.” Now Tamara knew what to look for, she noticed the two wires loose on the ground, curling back towards a metallic box at Roy’s feet. She reached out and picked one up, noting the sharp metal barb on the end.

“Careful!” Eira exclaimed. “I don’t know if there’s still power.”

Roy’s voice interrupted her thoughts. “As far as I can tell, Alex is fine. Can’t hear anything about him on this thing.” He lifted a hand to the earpiece that he’d taken from the guard.  “Two guards were following you guys, but they’ve stopped to regroup with the guards trailing us. Seems we were right about the trap at the staff entrance.”

Tamara turned back to Eira. “Are you sure this was one of Aiden’s mages? I can’t feel any of their magic.”

“He doesn’t have any magic because it’s all gone through me!” It was Roy who answered. “I had a shield running when we fired the machine. Wasn’t sure there was any point, but you know, just in case. Anyway, it turns out these guys really don’t like electricity. When we hit him with the jolt, he started glowing for a second, then wham! It was like all his magic exploded out. Destroyed my shield and I got the rest of it. Still feel like I’m gonna throw up.” He grimaced, then went on. 

“Thankfully, whatever weird magic they’ve got seems to go through whoever it hits first. As far as we can tell, Eira didn’t get any.” A strange expression flickered over Roy’s face. “Shit, they’ve switched channels. Look, it might be better that Alex isn’t here. They know where we are and they’re after us. I hope you’ve got a plan, because I don’t know how we’re going to take out four guards in one go…”

Tamara saw Oliver nod rapidly. Then he swallowed, moved to the guard’s side, and began to rip open the black shirt covering his chest. 

“What are you doing?” No matter who this man was, the action seemed disrespectful. The guard stirred and Oliver frowned before looking at her.

“Can you do a sleep spell? I don’t want to take any risks.”

“Me?” She hesitated. Of course it would be her; Oliver was too weak and presumably the others didn’t have the technical ability without relying on their Champions. “Okay.” 

Half expecting an ethical objection from Eira, she reached for her magic and shaped the spell. It was a form of healing, as with all spells that worked on the body, and it settled all too easily into the man’s mind. She was sure now that, whatever strange energy he used to possess, he wasn’t a mage at all. 

“How can that be?” Nathaniel voiced her own question, but neither had an answer.

Oliver finish pulling aside the guard’s shirt and Tamara winced as she saw the skin, blistered and red around the small, dark puncture wounds from the spike-tipped wires. The marks looked a few days old, likely the work of Eira’s healing spell, but as she looked closer she saw that they weren’t the only damage. All over the guard’s chest were dark shapes - ragged indents that seemed like scars alongside sharper lines and circles etched in black, drawn or tattooed onto his skin. 

They were just like the marks on the wand.

“Just as I thought.” Oliver gestured towards a fresh blister wound. It cut straight across one of the symbols.

“It’s damaged,” Tamara replied. The inky mark had bled into the surrounding skin, as though it had burst. “The symbols must be what gives them their power.”

“And when this symbol broke, it released the magic held inside his body,” Oliver continued. 

Tamara thought back to their earlier discussion. Aiden had been sacrificing mages to make his weapons, using the symbols to hold their magic inside the wood. 

“It’s how he builds the wands. But now he’s doing it to people.” She rocked her body in a soothing motion as she considered it. “Why?”

“Remember why he wanted us?” Oliver fixed her with his golden eyes. “Changing a mage’s magic level or giving magic to those who didn’t have it before. We are the only way it’s ever been done, passing it on from one Royal Champion to the next. He told you that these are old Ardveldian symbols... He’s trying to replicate the Champion spell.”

“But that isn’t how it works!” She hadn’t forcibly ripped power from Nathaniel. She hadn’t even wanted it. 

Tamara looked again at the guard’s chest; clearly, etching these symbols on his body hadn’t been a painless experience. Again, she analysed the faded and misshapen marks.

“Some of these are older than others,” she said. “Why has he done it more than once?”

“Perhaps the effect breaks down over time?”

“That would explain why Aiden hasn’t tried it himself,” Morgan commented, and Tamara realised he had come closer to hear them talk. “He wants it to be perfect first.”

Silence followed his words.

“Oliver.” Eira’s quiet voice was the one to break it. “I’m scared.”

Everyone’s eyes fell on the dishevelled Tactician as he got to his feet. “I know,” he said. “But we’re going to make it out. I have a plan.”
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ALEX COULD TELL he had been moved. Glimpses of memory rose and fell in his mind, the images blurry. Dark rooms. His captor’s laboured breathing. The scraping of his body across the bare floor. Now Alex lay still, head spinning even with his eyes closed. Spinning… Falling into black relief.

A jolt of panic snapped him back. How much time had passed? He’d been with Roy and Eira… No. He’d been alone in the corridor. With Aiden. 

Bright light sent a stabbing pain through his head as he opened his eyes. He squeezed them shut. Deep breaths. His mind was clearing, and with it came a sense of his situation. The surface he was lying on was hard and uneven, some kind of mesh cutting into the side of his face. His limbs were still numb and distant, and Alex didn’t know if his attempts to flex his fingers was moving them at all. 

Once more, he opened his eyes, slowly and tensing for pain. But this time, it didn’t come. Instead, the room swam into focus.

He’d been right about the mesh. Fine copper-coloured wires criss-crossed the surface beneath him, anchored to the rough wood that made up the rest of the platform he was lying on. They were giving off the faint sensation of magic and Alex moved to push himself up. But he couldn’t. Something was bound tight around his wrists — metal cuffs, anchoring him to a point in the centre of the platform.

Strength returned in a wave of adrenaline. Forcing himself to his knees, Alex reached for his magic. The metal looked strong. Too strong to bend or break, but maybe he could at least burn the chain free from the wood?  He braced himself as he released the spell, but there was no answering rush of heat. Instead, he felt his magic disperse, as though he’d lost focus part way through the cast.

He tried again. Then again, desperation shaking his focus so much that he wasn’t confident he was even shaping the spell correctly. Each time the result was the same. Wrists slick with sweat, he twisted wildly, biting back a whimper of pain as the metal cut into his skin. A hiss of frustration answered him and, for the first time, Alex realised he wasn’t alone.

Aiden was standing a few paces away, half shielded by a wooden plinth that rose to his chest, like a speaker’s pulpit. The coat he’d worn was discarded at his feet, his white shirt was open and shrugged back over his shoulders, leaving the top half of his body bare and pale in the bright light. 

Now that he was on his knees, Alex saw that he was raised up from the floor on a platform, and that the copper mesh underneath him didn’t reach its edge. Instead, small symbols ringed the platform, glowing faintly and carved into the wood. A cluster of wires extended from somewhere below him, winding their way over the shining floor tiles and up the plinth beside Aiden. 

Familiar tiles. 

Blue and silver, they glittered under the towering white pillars that rose around him. Alex’s heart leapt in horror. He was back in the throne room.

He pulled frantically against the cuffs once more, his need to flee from this room as urgent as his desire to escape his captor. It wasn’t until Aiden turned on him that he realised he must have cried out.

“Shut up!” Aiden snarled, and Alex shrank back as far as his bindings would let him. 

There was something shiny in Aiden’s hand, catching the light with a metallic glint, and Alex flinched as he watched him flick it up towards his own bare shoulder and draw a red line across his skin. He worked rapidly, sucking in air through gritted teeth, and Alex realised that what he had first taken to be ink was blood. 

What was he doing? 

He didn’t dare voice the question. The last thing he wanted was to draw Aiden’s attention, but any hope of being forgotten about soon died as the man dropped his knife to the floor and turned in Alex’s direction. The small blade made a clattering noise which rang and echoed across the grand hall. 

Aiden strode towards him, but rather than meeting Alex’s eyes, he began to scan the plinth as if he were an engineer assessing a project. The cool calm of his face was an unsettling contrast to his cut and blood-smeared body.

“I don’t want to rule.” 

Alex forced the words out as Aiden knelt close. For a moment he debated striking a kick into the man’s chest, but his position was awkward and his limbs still heavy. Regardless, Aiden made no move to touch him. When he brushed a hand over the glowing symbols on the plinth, Alex saw they were just like the ones he’d carved into his skin. Just like the ones his father had shown him when they opened the throne room passageway. He looked in vain at the wall where the entrance had been, so close and yet completely out of reach.

“I only came to get my uncle and go,” he said into the unsettling silence. “I just want to go home. We’re not a threat to you!”

This time, Aiden glared at him. “Your uncle is currently on his way here to kill me.” He spat the words as he got back to his feet, the rest of the sentence a half mumble. “This isn’t how I planned it would go...”

“Wait!” An urgency seized hold of Alex as he watched Aiden returning to the plinth. Perhaps keeping him talking could stall whatever he was planning. “What are you doing?”

Without responding, Aiden placed the flat of his hand on top of the plinth. It too had symbols carved into its surface, and as Alex watched, they grew clearer — brighter with every passing moment until they shone a warm gold that spread down the trail of wires to the ground. 

Around him, the symbols encircling the platform also began to light up. Soon, the circle was glowing bright enough that Alex was forced to squint. Then he felt it. It was as if he was casting an active spell. Slowly at first, his magic started to flow away from him, like water seeping through his hands even as he tried to hold it. 

“Stop!” He didn’t know if he’d shouted or just thought the word. Fear gripped him as the flow increased and he curled up against the mesh, as though tightening his body could somehow prevent his magic from being ripped away. His stomach lurched with the familiar nausea that heralded magic exhaustion, followed by a wave of pain that tore through his abdomen. Before he could catch his breath, it came again, searing down his limbs with white agony. Alex screamed.








CHAPTER FORTY-ONE







[image: Black and White Wand]




METAL SHELVES LINED the walls of the storage room in which Roy was hiding. A unit in the centre took up the majority of the space, stacked full of toiletries and cleaning products. The cramped environment seemed to absorb any sound he made, but with the heavy curtains pulled shut over the one tiny window at the back, the place also stank of damp and chemicals. He shuffled his feet, resisting the urge to pace like a caged animal.

They’d kept the room in semi-darkness, so as not to let any light through the small hole he’d burned in the door. “Last time I deliberately damaged government property, I was sixteen.” He sent the comment to Julian, as much to distract himself as to break the eerie feeling of being alone.

“Just like old times then,” Julian replied. If Roy hadn’t been able to sense his emotions, he would have missed the tension underlying his causal tone. “Focus on what you’re doing.”

The spells weren’t exactly hard, but Roy turned his attention back to them anyway. The corridor beyond the door was filled with illusioned smoke, obscuring any view of what was out there. A mage would be able to tell it was an illusion easily enough; he had nowhere near Eira’s level of skill and the magic gave off a lot of energy. But the point wasn’t to be believable. A good job, too, or he wouldn’t be able to run ten of them and still make conversation. 

Somewhere below him, Tamara would be casting the same type of smoke illusions, each one stacked upon the next until they obscured sightlines down the whole length of the building. Four of Aiden’s guards were tracking them, approaching from the central palace; he had picked up enough before they’d switched channels to determine that. Now, all he could do was wait.

He rested a hand on Alex’s machine, feeling the generator whirr as it charged. Hopefully the guards would rush his floor. Eira and Oliver had taken the landing above; that would put Eira in the right place for the trickier illusions she would need to cast for Oliver’s plan to work, but it also left the two of them defenceless. 

“None of us are particularly safe. This is a tenuous alliance,” Julian commented, as Roy toyed with the barbed ends of the machine’s wires.

“Yeah, I’m trying not to think about it. At least we know this thing works.”

Tamara and Morgan only had the wand. He didn’t much care about their welfare, but if it failed then he and Julian would be the only ones left fighting, and this time he would be firing the machine alone.

A tingling against the first of his spells broke Roy from his musings. “Looks like it’s go time.”

In a rush of static, the first of his illusions dispersed. He tensed, counting down in his head as he waited for the next. Aiden’s guards absorbed magic. They would destroy his spells as they approached, willingly or not.

Another illusion vanished, then a third; they were moving at a steady pace, though there was no way to see how many guards were coming his way. Roy straightened up, wires gripped ready. His mental count told him the next one was coming. But it didn’t. “What do you think they’re—”

A fizzing bolt of energy blasted through his remaining spells, and Roy jerked back from the door. “Shit.” He swallowed hard, then peered through the hole. 

Two of them. 

He strained to pick up the guards’ conversation, but it was too quiet to make out. Oh well. He’d have to get out there at some point.

The door opened soundlessly, and Roy poked his head out, wires of Alex’s machine in hand. To his right he saw the landing where the two guards were now standing, looking down at the unconscious body of the man he’d taken out with Eira. 

One cocked their head to their collar, speaking in a low voice into the microphone that must be there, while the other crouched to inspect their colleague. The standing one first, then.

The machine was charged and ready - he’d just need to hit the button. Roy took a deep breath, focussed his will on his magic, then blew out a sharp whistle. His target spun around to look.  A clear line of sight. With a flick of his wrist, he hurled the sharp tipped wires forward and released his crafted spell. A blast of concentrated air formed behind them as they flew, sending the darts speeding, and the guard let out a yelp as they hit him directly in the chest. Roy threw himself back, pulled Alex’s machine towards him, and slammed the button on the side.

There was a clicking sound and the guard cried out again as he collapsed to the floor. A glance back showed Roy he had struck true. Golden light was shining through the man’s clothes, getting brighter by the moment, and knowing what was coming, he swung himself round the doorframe back into the storage room. 

Just in time. A blast of static energy, far more powerful than the one that had destroyed his illusions, now sparked against his senses. He flattened himself against the wall as his stomach lurched, thankful for the bricks and wood that had blocked the worst of the undirected magic.

“One down,” Julian said. 

“Three to go.” It would be too lucky for that blast to have taken out both of them, and he still had no idea where the others were. Roy wiped his sweating hands on his trousers and leant around the door… Then, he swore loudly as his eyes met those of the second guard. The man didn’t look happy, and Roy scrambled for the wires of the machine, tugging them hard out of the now-unconscious body of the first. 

“Where’s that distraction? Let’s hope they really can’t cast a shield.”

Undirected magic crackled from the guard’s direction as he readied an attack, but Roy was faster. There was a curse as the wire tips hit their target and he flung himself to the ground beside the machine, a bolt of nauseating energy grazing too close to his head. He jammed a thumb onto the button once more.

Nothing happened. 

He jabbed it again, then realised that there was no familiar whirring coming from inside the metal. A scan with his magic sense confirmed it. The passive spell was gone.

“Damn it!” Roy yelled out loud. “The blast wiped the spell. It’s dead!” 

So was he, if he didn’t move. 

He rolled as another blast of energy shot past him, then pushed himself up to his knees. The guard’s face was pale and ghostly on the shadowy landing, and for a moment they stared at each other. Then, the world went bright.

Roy squinted as light assaulted his senses. The guard was silhouetted against the now brightly lit stairwell, but he caught a flash of blue hair as a small figure appeared in the space beyond.

“Eira!” She must have cast the light. Roy leapt to his feet, just as he felt a rush of undirected magic. Wood exploded from the balustrade, followed by the smell of burning. The blue-haired figure flickered and vanished. Aiden’s guard choked out a gargled cry, and Roy watched, bewildered, as they collapsed. 

“She’s too good.” Roy breathed a laugh, his heart still racing. 

“An illusion wouldn’t have done that damage. What hit them?”

There was no time to dwell on Julian’s question. A familiar glow was seeping through the guard’s uniform and Roy darted back to the shelter of his storage room, bile rising at the back of his throat as their energy dispersed. “Two down.” He rested his head against the wall. “That was too close.”

“That shot came from downstairs. My guess is the rest are on their way up,” Julian said. “Assuming Morgan wouldn’t fire at Eira.”

“Wouldn’t he?” Roy clenched his jaw. Two more guards, and with the machine dead, he had nothing — but then neither did Oliver and Eira. “We’re just going to have to wing it.” Before he could change his mind, Roy forced himself back into the corridor.

It was empty. He sprinted to where he’d seen the second guard fall, and grimaced as he passed them. Their back was caved in; dark liquid beginning to pool on the floor below.

“No chance of healing that one.” Julian seemed indifferent, but Roy had to look away. He’d think about it later.

The air in the stairwell was heavy with magic and smoke. A dozen magelights shone near the chandeliers, too bright to look at, and from below he felt the crackling energy of undirected magic. He leant over the blackened bannister, careful to not put any weight on the remaining cracked posts.

Morgan was below, wand in hand, one of Aiden’s mage guards slumped against the wall ahead of him. There was no sign of Tamara, but he couldn’t stop to wonder where she was. Movement to Roy’s right caught his eye; the last guard was making his way up the stairs towards him.

“Oh, fuck off!” Roy exclaimed, not caring anymore who heard him. He dropped to his knees, knowing the remaining spindles of the damaged balustrade would provide no defence. Below, he saw Morgan raise the wand again. 

He barely felt the energy as the wand fired. The guard stumbled against the wall as Morgan’s shot hit home, but there was no answering glow. Too weak. They were out of weapons, and out of time.

Aiden’s guard righted himself, and Roy ducked back down. “Maybe if I can’t see them, they can’t see me,” he thought, humourlessly. The handrail obscured most of his view, and he could see nothing of the guard’s face when he looked up - only the chandelier, glittering in glassy brilliance above the stairs.

Confusion emanated from Julian as Roy formed his magic into an intent. “What are you doing?” 

“Improvising,” he replied, and released the spell.

The ceiling around the chain holding the chandelier shattered in a rain of plaster, and Roy watched in open-mouthed awe as the ornamental light gently rotated. Then, it dropped. 

“Yes!” Roy threw himself to his feet, exhaustion forgotten, as glass and metal crashed onto the guard below. “Just like in the cartoons! I cannot believe that worked!” 

His celebration was short lived. Bloodied and scratched, the man snarled as he attempted to drag himself out from underneath the fixture’s frame. His eyes met Roy’s, then widened as someone pushed past.

It was Eira. Really Eira, this time, and she was holding something heavy with both hands.

“Is that a fire extinguisher?” Roy sent the thought to Julian just as Eira swung the object into the side of the guard’s head. It impacted with a hollow clunk and the man collapsed to the floor.

 Flushed and wild, she turned to shout at him. “I’ll heal him later!”
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ALEX SUCKED IN a breath as the wave of pain eased. Then another wracked his body, forcing out an agonised cry. He gritted his teeth, digging his fingers hard into his palms in an attempt to feel anything else.

The next wave left him gasping and immobile, and yet his magic was still being dragged away. A distant part of his brain wondered how much more he had. A moment ago, the idea of losing consciousness had brought terror; he doubted he would wake up. Now, the prospect seemed a mercy.

Too weak to even brace himself for what he knew was coming, Alex lay limp. There was cold below him now; a cool, soothing sensation flowing up through his limbs. He must be dying. The thought was more an academic analysis than anything emotional. That would explain why he was suddenly so calm…

The cool energy from below nudged at him again. A pale light pressing against his mind, as though he just needed to let it in.

Pain once more sharpened his focus, and Alex realised with sudden clarity what the sensation was. Mentally he scrambled for it, clinging to the last dregs of his consciousness through the encroaching darkness.

It was the ground magic.

Here at the palace, he’d learned to sense mages moving through it, but it had always been separate from him, repelled by his own energy. It hadn’t come this close. Not since Golebach.

It was an idea born more of desperation than logic. With no power of his own left to repel it, maybe he could channel the ground magic instead. Just like he had done with his machine.

As if it had been waiting, the light rushed to meet him as he opened his mind. Alex heaved a sob of relief as the new power poured in, washing the pain away. Aiden’s spell continued its assault, but now it was drawing the ground magic rather than his own. As long as he stayed connected to it, he was safe.

The relief didn’t last long.

What had started as a trickle of energy now began to pick up speed - a bright river of magic passing easily through the passage granted by his physical form. Alex tried to slow it, but the more he fought for control, the faster the ground magic seemed to flow.

It was too much. Fear gripped him as he recalled the explosion at Golebach and, as though in answer to his racing heart, a barrier seemed to break. Light flooded his body, burning white in his mind and obscuring all thoughts other than the link between the vast pool of energy below him and the relentless pull of Aiden’s spell.

Last time the earthquake had shaken him free. This time, he was trapped.
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THE SCENE BEFORE Oliver froze in a snapshot. Debris and dust clouding magic-heavy air. The shattered chandelier. Eira, fire extinguisher in hand, standing over the body of the guard.

And on the ground floor, Aiden’s last mage, slowly getting to his feet.

“Roy! Eira! Below you!” Oliver moved without thinking. The man had been unconscious, knocked out by the first attack from Morgan’s wand, but it hadn’t lasted, and now Eira was directly in his sights. 

Oliver stumbled past Roy as he descended the stairs, catching himself against the remnants of the still-smoking bannister and teetering too close to the gap. Then he was on the step, in front of Eira, shielding her body with his own.

“At least it will buy them a moment.” Too weak to attempt a shield, he could only wait as magic flared from below.

But it wasn’t the sickening static of undirected magic. Instead, the small figure of Tamara burst into view as she released the spell she had been crafting. 

Oliver flinched away from the bannister as a wall of heat assaulted his senses. It was hot enough to leave his skin stinging, but before he could react it was gone, blown away by Tamara’s second spell: a gust of wind that hurled the boiling air forward.

The guard screamed as the heat hit him. Skin red and blistering, he staggered across the room, waving his arms in a futile attempt to swat away the attack. Then a bright glow emanated from beneath his dark uniform. There was nowhere to hide.

“Move!” It was Morgan who shouted. Pushing past Tamara, he hurled himself against the glowing guard, dragging them with him down the corridor opposite and out of sight. 

“No!” Tamara cried out and made as if to follow, but Oliver was no longer frozen.  Clambering past the wreckage of the chandelier, he descended the remaining stairs and grabbed hold of her arm. With what little strength he had left, he flattened them both against the wall just as undirected magic exploded from the corridor beyond. 

“An indirect attack.” He instinctively sent the thought to Ewen as he worked out what Tamara had done. “Just like the wind in the park. Her spell never touched them, only the hot air. There was nothing to absorb.”

“It almost backfired,” Ewen replied, but Oliver didn’t have time to wonder what had happened to Morgan.

“Oliver!” Eira’s voice came from above. Roy was beside her, the two of them beckoning wildly. “This guard still has power! He’s unconscious, but what do we do?” 

 Glass littered the carpeted stairs, and this time Oliver picked his way past, noting the crunch that indicated some shards were already buried in his shoes. The metal frame still pinned the guard’s body down, but as he approached, they gave a moan, and Oliver smelt the telltale acidity of vomit. 

“Can’t heal the guy or send him to sleep while he’s still absorbing magic,” Roy said. He stood back, clearly keeping a safe distance. “At least they’re too out of it for now to try anything. What do you think?”

“I...” Oliver paused, clenching and unclenching his hands as he thought. They needed to act quickly. Alex was out there alone, and regardless of how cognisant the guard was, he wasn’t comfortable leaving them unattended while they had magic. 

His eyes once again caught the shattered glass at his feet, and he bent down and carefully picked up a shard. “Roy, can you help me move him to a room?” If he could damage the symbols holding the spell in place, then that should be enough. He’d probably make it out in time...

“Don’t be ridiculous.” 

Oliver snapped his head up at Morgan’s voice. 

“That man is a cockroach! Does he never die?” Ewen’s scathing comment came as they saw Morgan and Tamara walking up the stairs towards them. Though ruffled, Morgan seemed completely uninjured, and Oliver pretended not to notice the smile of relief on Tamara’s face.

“It appears the discharged magic doesn’t affect non-mages.” Morgan gestured at the piece of glass in Oliver’s hand. “Give that to me.”

“Don’t kill them!” Eira stepped over the guard, raising her fire extinguisher threateningly, but Morgan just sighed.

“They’ll provide better evidence alive. I’m going to destroy the symbols.” He turned to Oliver. “I assume that was your plan?”

Oliver nodded as an uncomfortable sense of gratitude washed over him.

“I wouldn’t dwell on it.” Ewen’s words provided little comfort.

Eira looked between them, then moved aside, still eyeing Morgan warily as he hauled the chandelier off the prone guard. 

“The rest of you stay back.” Morgan met Tamara’s eyes for a moment, then he lifted the guard over his shoulder.

“Wasn’t going to help him anyway,” Roy mumbled, and the four of them stood in silence until a faint burst of static energy came from the corridor below.








CHAPTER FORTY-FOUR
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“I WOULDN’T DWELL on it.” 

	The words were clear enough that they might have been spoken from right beside him, and Alex jolted in panic, still blinded by the light of the ground magic coursing through his body.

“Oh, come on. Why are we even waiting for him?”

A second voice joined the first, speaking with the careless manner of teenage impatience, and Alex frantically turned his head. “Well, I wouldn’t.” The words were disjointed and didn’t seem to be directed at him at all.

“I’m just suggesting — you’re wasting an opportunity.” This time the voice was smooth and calm - the deeper tones of an adult male. It was as though he’d entered a room of people, catching fragments of their conversation as they talked amongst each other. But there was no one here. Only himself and Aiden.

His exhausted brain scrambled for answers that wouldn’t come. He was floating in energy and could barely detect his limbs or the ground below him, his eyes unseeing.

“Julian?” the first voice exclaimed in surprise, a sense of shock and confusion accompanying it.

“Ewen?”

“What’s going—”

 “Julian!” A fourth voice joined the turmoil. “What were you thinking, letting Alex go off alone? Have you no integrity?!”

 “Ah. I missed you too, Nathaniel.”

 Alex listened as the conversation happened around him. Then there was a flash of an image: stairs, broken glass. It vanished as he tried to focus on it, and he realised he hadn’t been seeing it with his eyes at all.

“Eira, wait. I can—”

“No, Roy, I’ve not gone mad!”

“What’s... How can we hear each other? Is this normal?” The younger voice rose again above the others. 

Eira... Whoever it was had said Eira’s name. He’d heard his own, too, and Roy’s. Alex tried to open his mouth to speak. Call for help. Anything. But he couldn’t move.

“Please,” Alex begged in his mind. “Help... Please...”

“Alex?” Confusion again. And panic. A wave of emotion that wasn’t his own poured from the voice that had answered him. “Alex? Where are you? Are you safe?”

“Alex is there? How? Can he hear us?”

“Does he know what’s happening?”

“No, I don’t know what’s going on. Tell the others— somehow we can hear Alex.”

The voices tumbled over each other as the strangers all talked at once, and Alex fought vainly against the weakness of his own body as he attempted to respond.

 “Alex, listen to me.” The person who had noticed him cut through his panic. “You don’t need to speak. I can follow your thoughts. Can you tell us what’s happening?”

 “Who are you?”

 “My name is Ewen. I’m... I’m with Oliver. Now, you need to tell me where you are.”

 “I—” Alex was cut off as the ground lurched beneath him. For a second, he was falling, then everything steadied.

 The others must have felt it, too. Another image flashed into his mind: the earth shifting under his feet, knocking him hard into the wall of a wide corridor. Someone steadying his balance. It was somewhere in the palace, though Alex didn’t know the layout well enough to tell how far it was from the throne room.

 “He’s in the throne room.” Ewen must have seen his thoughts, just as he said he could. “Hold fast. We’re coming.”

Another shudder went through the earth, but this time Alex barely noticed it. Sensation seemed far away, as though there was only a fine tether left between him and his body. “I can’t— Hurry, please! I don’t know how much longer I can do this.” This was lasting far longer than when he’d channelled the ground magic at Golebach.

 “You need to break the connection,” Ewen said urgently in his mind. “Whatever this magic is, it’s too strong for your body to take. You need to let go before it kills you!” 

“I can’t do anything!” Fear spiked as he remembered the pain of his own magic being ripped away. Even if he could somehow stop the flow of the ground magic, he would be back where he started. With no magic of his own, Aiden’s spell would kill him anyway.

“You can. You can free yourself.” This time, it was the man they’d called Julian who spoke. “You’re panicking. Calm down and control it.”

 “Julian!” Ewen’s fear was palpable. “He can’t control it. He needs to stop—”

 “And what else do you suggest?” Julian snapped back. “You heard him as well as I did. If he stops now, he’ll die before we even make it to the throne room.”

“But this… It’s too much. We know nothing about this magic. We’ve no idea what could happen! We don’t even understand what’s happening now! I can’t let him take the risk.”

 “No... No, Julian’s right,” Nathaniel said quietly. “Alex, you can’t run from this; it’s part of who you are. You’re the only one who can access this magic. It will respond to you if you focus.”

If he focussed? It seemed impossible.

“You can do it.” The last voice came quietly in his mind, and Alex finally recognised that it must be Xander. “I know you can.”

 “Alex…” Ewen hesitated. “We’ll be here with you. You’re going to be okay, but I need you to slow your breathing.”

 “Together now. Slow and steady.” Calm seemed to exude from Nathaniel as he spoke, and Alex’s own panic eased as the Champions grew close beside him. “The magic seems too much, but it’s not going to hurt you. It’s yours.”

 There was so much. An endless cascade. But as Alex stopped fighting it, he realised Nathaniel was right; the magic wasn’t hurting him. In fact, there was a familiar coolness still there under the surface. It soothed his fear as he focussed on it, and the rushing energy began to slow.

 “Just like that.”

 Julian’s voice seemed distant now, but the idea of facing this alone was no longer alarming. Power pooled in Alex’s mind, flowing down into his limbs, and as his vision cleared, he saw his own body, lying on the mesh-covered platform of Aiden’s machine. He saw more, too: mages running through a vast lake of light, and before him, a blinding figure, glowing bright enough to see with both his eyes and the second sight that the ground magic gave him.

“A few minutes,” Ewen said. “We’ll be with you soon.”

“I know,” Alex replied. The earth itself seemed an extension of his own consciousness now, and he turned to the space between himself and Aiden, directing his will into the ground below.

 A shudder tore through the earth and Alex saw Aiden stumble back, pulling the pedestal with him. Wires and symbols stretched to breaking as a crack split the floor of the throne room. Then, all at once, the terrible suction of magic ceased.

 For a moment, Alex was left floating in a lake of light. Then he let the magic go. Power ebbed from his body as the world dimmed to muted colours - copper wire, ashen wood, the cold grey of metal around his chained wrists.

 He groaned as he lifted his head, and pain rushed through his limbs. It was not the sharp agony of Aiden’s spell, but the deep ache of worn muscles. Giving in to his exhaustion, he let himself fall, just as, through half-lidded eyes, he saw the glowing figure of Aiden rising up.








CHAPTER FORTY-FIVE
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THE DOUBLE DOORS to the throne room yielded instantly to the blast of Tamara’s magic. She rushed in, eyes landing on the prone form of Alex. He was facing away from her, lying in the centre of a contraption of wood and wires. There was no sign of life, and the disruption of their entrance hadn’t stirred him. 

“I can’t hear him anymore. Or the others.” Nathaniel’s voice was unsteady. “Does that mean—”

“No. He can’t be.”

Tamara didn’t realise she had stopped in the doorway until Oliver pushed against her. “Alex!” He stumbled forward, half supported by Roy and Eira, the battle and dash through the corridors clearly having taken its toll. 

“Aiden! What have you done?!” Morgan’s shout was enough to tear her eyes away from the scene. He sprinted past the group, then slammed to a halt. But he wasn’t looking at Alex. Instead, he was fixed on a glowing figure, the vague shape of a man. It staggered out from behind a pillar, towards the dais at the back of the room, and the star-scape mural covering the far wall seemed to shimmer as it approached. 

Reflections? No… 

The symbols were glowing, getting brighter by the moment, as though feeding off whatever energy was being produced. A crackling at the edge of Tamara’s magic sense confirmed her fears, and she detected a familiar nausea beneath her pounding heart.

“Get Alex away from here!” Nathaniel commanded, and Tamara didn’t need to be told twice. The others were crouched beside Alex now, and as she approached, she saw a great crack in the floor between him and the place where the figure, who must be Aiden, had once stood.

“He absorbed it...” The sound of Alex’s voice brought a rush of relief. “The ground magic. Mine...” His head was cradled in Oliver’s arms. Weak, but alive. 

 “Oliver, we need to get him up!” As she said it, Tamara saw why they had not moved already. A metal cuff bound Alex’s wrists to the wooden platform he lay on. Without releasing him, there was no way to get him out of the room. And if Aiden was about to go the same way as his mage guards, they didn’t have long. 

“It’s screwed tight!” Eira tugged vainly at where chain met wood, and as she looked up, Tamara saw her eyes were wide. “What do we do?”

“I can try the wand?” Morgan’s voice came from beside her. “There might be something left—”

“If that magic touches Alex, he’ll die!” Oliver’s words seemed to send a chill through them all. He was right. With Alex so weak, even a small amount of undirected magic would be disastrous. For Oliver, too, Tamara realised. 

The glowing shape of Aiden was bright at the corner of her sight, his energy overwhelming her senses. Whatever he’d done to Alex, the power burning through his body was more than they’d seen from any of his mage guards, and she doubted his body could contain it for much longer. 

“If we heat and cool the metal quickly enough times, that might be enough to break it.” Oliver looked wildly between them. “But I don’t have enough—”

“I might be able to pick it,” Roy interrupted as he rummaged in the pocket of his trousers. “Either way, it’s going to take some time.”

“We don’t have time!”

The world seemed to slow as they shouted over each other. The shape that was once Aiden had lost almost all human form; streaks of light arced towards the symbols on the walls and the fallen remnants of his pedestal. 

The discharged magic will ground through whatever mage it hits first.

“Eira!” Tamara called behind her as she stepped over the crack in the floor. “Can you take care of the magic Oliver needs while Roy tries to pick the lock? There’s something I need to try—”

“What are you doing?” Morgan grabbed at Tamara’s arm, and she spun to face him. Pain was written across his features and they looked at each other in silence, neither pulling away. Then, as though winning an internal battle, he stepped back.

“I’ll be fine.” She gave what she hoped was a reassuring smile but received no answering change in Morgan’s expression. He retreated to where Alex lay, and Tamara drew a deep breath as she turned away from them.

“I wish we’d had longer.” Though remorseful, Nathaniel’s voice held no hint of fear as they walked towards the blinding shape. “Still, at least this death will be more purposeful than my last.”

“That’s sweet of you to say,” Tamara replied, as she focused her will on her magic. “But I don’t intend for us to die.” 

This close, the static energy burned hot and cold against her own magical aura; it caused a deep sickness that threatened to occupy her every thought. But she’d practiced this more times than she could count. With barely a hint of magic, she cast her will outwards into a fine shield that spread wide, enveloping herself and the group behind her in a faint shimmer.

“You know a shield won’t protect us,” Nathaniel said, pity in his voice. “It doesn’t matter how strong we are.”

“I don’t need it to be strong.” The first shield fixed in her mind, she cast out another, then a third, each as fragile as the first.

“You can’t possibly hold your focus enough for the number of shields you’d need!” Nathaniel exclaimed, and Tamara bit her lip as she added another barrier to the growing line of defence.

“I’ve been casting them my whole life. Now be quiet - I need to concentrate.”

The Aiden figure seemed to rotate towards her as if drawn by the growing layers of magic, and for a second Tamara felt there were eyes on her, hidden somewhere within the burning figure. Then it howled - a screeching sound filled with rage and pain - and exploded in white.

The wave of energy hit her shields like acid through paper. It tore through the first layers fast enough that she gasped in shock, and her own magic flared in response, flinging more out to replace them as it took down each shield. 

“Hold steady!” Nathaniel’s presence rushed close, and Tamara sensed his will join her own. Together, they pushed back against the tide, but her mind could barely keep up. Twenty layers. Fifteen. It seemed no matter how fast they sent them out, they were going to run out of time. 

“It can’t go on forever...” Tamara’s focus slipped as the weakness born of magic use seeped through her muscles. Was the light fading, or was it just her eyes blurring? She stumbled backwards, foot catching against the crack in the tiles. It twisted as she fell, pain and exhaustion stealing her ability to stand. The last shield gave way and a jolt of static ripped through her body, pulling her magic away with it. Acid burned in her throat as her stomach heaved.

A moment passed, and Tamara blinked the black dots from her eyes, shaking her head to clear it. There was a bitter metallic taste in her mouth, and when she wiped at it, her hand came away red. She’d bitten her lip hard enough to draw blood.

“Tamara!” Her name brought the world back into focus. She lifted her head, but then there were arms around her; it was Morgan, pulling her tight against his body, warmth and pressure and the scent of him filling her senses. “You’re hurt?” He leant back enough that she could see the panic on his face as he scanned her features. “Wait— I’m sorry. I shouldn’t touch—”

“It’s okay.” Tamara rested her head against his shoulder and breathed. The once-glowing constellations that dominated the far wall were now dull. There was no trace of Aiden left. No light. No body. “I’m okay.”

She felt the tension ease as Morgan’s arms relaxed around her, and she leant in closer, before suddenly remembering the others.

“Is everyone—?”

“They’re all fine.” Morgan shifted until the platform of Aiden’s machine came into view.

Oliver and Eira were hovering anxiously as Roy got to his feet, Alex held in his arms. Free. 

“Looks like we survived.” Nathaniel’s indignation at her proximity to Morgan was barely detectable, tempered so much by his relief, and Tamara smiled.

“Looks like we did.”








CHAPTER FORTY-SIX
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ALEX JOLTED UPRIGHT. He gasped for breath as he fought at the suffocating material that bound him. 

“Woah! It’s alright! You’re safe.”

The voice was familiar, but he hardly registered the words. It was warm. Too warm, but as he kicked away the covers, he realised the surface below him wasn’t the painfully hard platform of Aiden’s machine. 

“Hey, it’s alright. Just take it slow. Breathe.”

This time, he turned to search for the speaker. The pounding in his heart had slowed to a more reasonable pace, and Roy nodded as Alex met his eyes.

“I’m sorry if I startled you.” Roy was sitting on a low sofa across the bedroom, face lit by the lamp on the table beside him, the room’s only source of light. “I’d get up, but...” He inclined his head to where Oliver sat against him, head on Roy’s shoulder as he slept. “They all refused to leave and get some rest. Good job Oliver’s got some games on his phone, or I’d have been bored out of my mind. No offence.” Alex didn’t respond to Roy’s grin, instead scanning the rest of the room.

Four posts rose from the corners of the bed he lay on. The dark blue curtains that would have surrounded it were tied back with silver ropes, dulled by a mix of age and the soft lighting. Wooden panelling and shimmering wallpaper covered the walls, up to a high ceiling carved with intricate patterns. A palace bedroom? Then, he saw his mother. 

She was sat in a chair beside him, head resting on the end of the bed by his feet. Worry shrouded her sleeping face, but Alex felt his body calm as he watched her steady breathing.

“Eira’s all good, too. She went to ask for some food to be brought up,” Roy said, clearly sensing the unasked question, and Alex let out a shaky breath as he turned back.

“The others?” His dry throat made his voice come out in a croak.

“They’re fine. Everything’s okay. Tamara’s gone back to Vailberg for now, though. With him.” A shadow seemed to darken Roy’s face. “Guess they’ve got to smooth things over, what with Aiden gone.”

Gone. The ache Alex had been ignoring burned through his limbs as he sunk back against the pillows. “What happened?” It took effort to speak, and his voice seemed so quiet that for a second Alex wasn’t sure Roy had heard him.

“We don’t really know.” Roy looked away towards the curtain-covered window. Bright light glinted through a fine break in the centre, and Alex realised it must be daylight outside. “Seems like whatever power he took from you was more than he could handle. Burned him up until there was nothing left.”

“Oh.” 

“It wasn’t your fault.”

Alex didn’t reply, but rolled onto his side, resting his face on a cool area of the pillow. It didn’t seem real. Less than a week ago, he’d been preparing for university. His father had been alive. He’d been normal. Now... He didn’t know what he was anymore.

The room fell back into soft silence, only interrupted by the steady breathing of its sleeping inhabitants and the click of buttons from the phone in Roy’s hand. They were safe. It should have brought him relief, but all Alex felt was emptiness.

“It takes time.” 

He looked up at Roy’s words. 

“It’s gonna be rough for a bit. I won’t lie. But it gets easier.” Rather than pity, there was a knowing look in his eyes. “If you ever want to talk about it... Well... You know.” Roy fiddled with awkwardly with the phone. “We’re a team now, aren’t we?”

Alex propped himself up on his arm. “Yeah,” he said. “I guess we are.”

“Good.” Roy’s expression softened as he glanced down at where Oliver lay. “Then you know we’re here for you.” He looked back at Alex. “You just rest for now. Eira will be back soon.”

Rest. It sounded easier than it was, but his body was still screaming its exhaustion. Alex let his head drop back onto the pillow. They were a team. He could only hope Roy was right about things getting better, too. 

“Thank you.” He meant it.





























[image: Author Logo Square]




About the Author




W.B.J. Martin are a married writing duo who live in East Sussex, UK, with their two young children.




Always working together on some project or another, ‘The Mechanics of Magic’ was a labour of love over the three years it took to write. Developing the book has allowed them to explore their passion for fantasy and storytelling, whilst putting a twist on the fantasy genre.




Both authors are neurodivergent, with diagnoses of Autism and ADHD between them, and are passionate about reflecting their experience through their characters, many of whom show neurodivergent traits themselves.




If you enjoyed this book we would love if you left us a review!




[image: WandEffectsBW]




  Contents

  


  Cover

  Copyright

  Dedication

  Chapter One

  Chapter Two

  Chapter Three

  Chapter Four

  Chapter Five

  Chapter Six

  Chapter Seven

  Chapter Eight

  Chapter Nine

  Chapter Ten

  Chapter Eleven

  Chapter Twelve

  Chapter Thirteen

  Chapter Fourteen

  Chapter Fifteen

  Chapter Sixteen

  Chapter Seventeen

  Chapter Eighteen

  Chapter Nineteen

  Chapter Twenty

  Chapter Twenty-One

  Chapter Twenty-Two

  Chapter Twenty-Three

  Chapter Twenty-Four

  Chapter Twenty-Five

  Chapter Twenty-Six

  Chapter Twenty-Seven

  Chapter Twenty-Eight

  Chapter Twenty-Nine

  Chapter Thirty

  Chapter Thirty-One

  Chapter Thirty-Two

  Chapter Thirty-Three

  Chapter Thirty-Four

  Chapter Thirty-Five

  Chapter Thirty-Six

  Chapter Thirty-Seven

  Chapter Thirty-Eight

  Chapter Thirty-Nine

  Chapter Forty

  Chapter Forty-One

  Chapter Forty-Two

  Chapter Forty-Three

  Chapter Forty-Four

  Chapter Forty-Five

  Chapter Forty-Six

  Back Page

cover.jpeg





images/00002.jpeg





images/00001.jpeg





images/00004.jpeg





images/00003.jpeg





