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Prologue

Ten Years Ago

“Bring the boy.”

Jol glanced up from his novel, his spectacles sliding down his nose. His first instinct was to insist that he was no boy—that at seventeen, and a member of the Expeditionary Forces, he had the same right as every citizen of the Second Empire to be referred to by his proper name.

Then he saw the face of the man who’d spoken, and thought better of it. Lord Edding was not a man to be trifled with, even at the best of times. And these were far from the best of times.

“Coming, sir!” Jol said, rising from his seat by the fire. A faint dusting of snow, or perhaps ash, covered his traveling cloak, and he brushed it clean as he slung his pack over his shoulder. The badge of the Imperial Expeditionary Force—two crossed spears with the emblem of an eagle behind it—glared up at him from the side, as it had every day for the last six months. It, more than any feature of the war, was his constant companion.

A shudder still occasionally traveled through the ground, as if the Earth itself had eaten a too-heavy meal and was having trouble digesting it. For a long time, Jol had given a start when he felt it, as if something terrible were about to happen, but it was almost ordinary by now. It was strange what you could get used to, was one of the things he’d learned on the road.

“Unquiet day,” one of the soldiers grunted as Jol passed. Steam rose from his cup; like most of Lord Edding’s men, his tea was spiked with something harder. “The Earth’s talking to us, lad. Doesn’t like us trespassing on sacred land.”

“Sacred land?” Another soldier spat into the fire. “Nothing sacred about land. You live on it, you die on it—you try to have a little fun in between those two points. Just because they found some magical diamond in some mountain near here a thousand years ago, doesn’t mean this place is more special than any other—”

“‘Twas lots of diamonds,” the first guard said. “Not just the one.”

“Boy!” Lord Edding’s voice was a harsh bark. “Come!”

“You’d better run, dog,” the second guard guffawed into his drink. “The Lord’s angry at you.”

Lord Edding had been nothing but angry as of late. Jol wasn’t sure why—on the one hand, it wasn’t his place to worry about the cares of fine lords and ladies, but as his survival depended on the safety of this expedition, he figured he’d better make it his business. Something was wrong in the camp; that much was for certain.

Jol just had no idea what it could be.

Diamonds, he thought, following Lord Edding’s voice. Were there really diamonds and gold buried in these mountains, once upon a time? He’d have liked to find a diamond. Not a whole lot of them—just the one would set him for the rest of his life, as far as he was concerned.

Up ahead, more men clustered around the front of the camp. As the most junior member of the Emperor’s Expeditionary Force, Jol was often given the ‘honor’ of the worst places to sleep and the meager scraps of food left over after the fighting men were fed. He was a scout, nothing more, his scrawny body capable of scrambling up trees and into cracks where doughtier men feared to tread.

The joke was on them, though. The worst sleeping places and the most meager foodstuffs were a feather bed and a roast turkey compared to what Jol had growing up.

Lord Edding stood at the front of the camp, speaking to two men in boiled leather. Both of them carried crossbows on their backs and had wicked-looking daggers strapped to their hips. Their weapons made Jol’s short knife look like a child’s toy, but he didn’t envy them.

He wasn’t sure why the Expeditionary Force needed to be armed so. There were hardly any animals in these woods, and they were about as far from the war up North as they could be.

“You’re taking the boy,” Lord Edding was saying to the taller man. He had a streak of gray in his brown hair and eyes like a man who fought for a living and was good at it. “If there are traps, he’ll be invaluable. He’s a rogue in training, that one.”

“The four-eyes?” The other heavily armed man turned, seeing Jol approach, and stuck out his tongue quickly. “He’ll only slow us down, your Lordship!”

Lord Edding’s lips compressed to a tight little line. “You’ll come back very slowly indeed, Gregor, if a booby trap slices off your legs. The boy accompanies you.” He turned away. “And see that he goes in front.”

“What’s going on?” Jol asked. Clearly there was something important happening—the entire camp looked agitated, as if they’d come to some kind of hasty decision.

The first man nodded, performing the expected gesture of obeisance even as Lord Edding was already stomping away to his tent. Once the finely-dressed Lord had left the field, he turned and looked down at Jol. “Ah yes, the little rogue.”

Jol decided he liked this man. “I’m here,” he said.

“I’m Wilkes,” the man with the gray streak said. “That oaf carrying the second-best crossbow in camp is Gregor. You ready for an adventure, boy?”

Yet again, Jol had to watch his tongue. As a member of the Imperial Expeditionary Force—even a junior member—he was entitled to better treatment than this. He was even due a little respect.

But they were a long way from the Imperial Capital at Keynes. And there was a war on. Who would care about one little junior scout?

Especially one who lied about his age, Jol told himself. To get away from a bed full of bugs, a house full of mice, and a father too busy drinking himself to death to raise his son…

“Boy?” Wilkes’s voice cut through his thoughts. “You there, boy? Or you gathering wool?”

Jol snapped to attention. Light and Gold, he’d nearly been caught napping!

“Of course, sir!” The boy snapped a smart salute, though his attention to detail merely made the men sitting around the fire chuckle.

“Good.” Wilkes shared an uneasy glance with his partner. “You’re coming with us. We’ll be back within an hour, perhaps a little more.”

That was all Jol needed to hear. Though he was burning with questions, he took the rest of his gear and followed the two men out of camp, heading in a northward direction.

The North. It filled the thoughts of a great many men these days, most of whom were more important than Jol. War had been raging through the north like a fire, burning and destroying wherever it touched. For now, it was contained to lands outside of the Second Empire. But how long would it stay that way?

“Lad,” the man Lord Edding had called Gregor said. “Carry this for me, would you?”

He tossed a pack at Jol, hurling it over his shoulder. The damn thing was so heavy it felt like it was filled with rocks! With a grimace, Jol slung it over his other shoulder, gritting his teeth against the new weight.

The other man noticed. “Halt,” he said, sounding almost bored. “Gregor, carry your own damn bags.”

Jol’s brows rose. He put a finger to the bridge of his spectacles and pushed them up his face; they were always in danger of falling off at times like these.

Gregor let out a guffaw like the taller man was joking. “Oh come on, Wilkes,” the man grunted, shaking his head. “You really think this is going to pan out? Lord Edding’s chasing fairy tales, mark my words. We’re not going to find anything in that vault but rocks and dusty old bones!”

“Vault?” Jol’s interest was piqued. “Where are we going?”

Wilkes looked surprised Jol hadn’t been told. “We’re going to follow up on a lead for Lord Eddings,” the man said, as if that explained everything. “And on the way there, Gregor, you can haul your own shite.”

Reluctantly, Gregor took his pack back. “I still say it’s a wild goose chase,” he grunted.

“What is it?” Jol couldn’t hold back any longer. His excitement made him sound much younger than his seventeen years—younger even than he’d been when he’d lied about his age to the village garrison in order to apply for the Exploratory Forces shortly after his fifteenth birthday—and he hated the way he sounded.

But Wilkes seemed not to notice. “Lord Edding thinks there is a magical item hidden not far from here,” the man said, scanning the treeline. “One that might help our compatriots win the war up in the North.”

Jol whistled through his teeth. Winning the war would be a very great feat, indeed. The kind they sang songs about back at the Green Knight Inn in his home village—songs the barmaids all joined in on to the delight of the patrons.

His father had been among those patrons too many times. The memory was bittersweet.

“What kind of item?” Jol asked. “A weapon?”

Wilkes blinked. “I’m honestly not sure,” he said. Then he grinned. “It would have to be, eh?”

If there was any deception in the man’s tone, Jol was too young to detect it. “A magical weapon,” he whispered. “Like the Bow of Minerva. Or the legendary sword Nightfly, wielded by the mighty hero Fainflame…”

“Fairy tales,” Gregor said, rolling his eyes. “Gods, we have a baby in our party.”

A muscle in Jol’s jaw flexed. Being called a ‘boy’ or a ‘lad’ he would put up with, but not this. “I am not a baby!”

“Peace,” Wilkes said, shaking his head. “It’s not much further now. If you two will hold it together, we’ll see just how magical this item may be…”

The man wasn’t lying. Barely ten minutes after Gregor took his pack back from Jol’s shoulder, they broke through the woods and found themselves standing before a sheer rock wall. The ground rose precipitously here, joining with the foothills of the mountains in the distance.

The wall was… flat. That was the first thing that registered to Jol.

Then, that it was very flat. Almost unnaturally so.

A narrow rectangular opening waited in the rock face. It looked so even and regular that it resembled a door—like the high, narrow door in the House of the God-in-Flesh back home. His father never went to the God-in-Flesh’s worship services each tenth-day; the man was too busy drinking. But Jol’s mother made sure he went to a sermon or two.

The God-in-Flesh’s message of peace, acceptance, and good works didn’t seem to hold much sway in these parts.

Wilkes walked to the door, pulled out a torch and lit it. He stuck it just inside the entrance and looked around, then turned back. “It slopes downward from here,” he called out. “I think there are steps further in.”

Steps? Stairs?

“This… someone built this,” Jol said.

It just hit him like a bolt of lightning. Something that couldn’t possibly be created by nature. It had to have been built by the hands of man. Somewhere, someone had carved the raw rock of a cliff face, finding a flat surface the way a man whittling a piece of wood finds the little bird or the symbol of Saint Katherine that the piece becomes once he’s done.

Wilkes nodded. “You’re right, of course,” he said with a smile. “Hopefully whatever Lord Edding sent us to find isn’t far inside.”

“Hold up!” Gregor stalked to the entrance and peered inside. “He told us to let the boy go first!”

By the look on his face, Jol realized Wilkes was hoping Gregor had forgotten that part. A deep frown scored the man’s features as he turned to the boy.

“I’m afraid he’s right,” Wilkes said, holding out the torch. “Do me a favor though, Jol?”

The lad nodded.

“Stick close to us,” he said, “and don’t wander off. Mayhaps if you run afoul of a trap, we can spring it before it springs itself on you…”

Jol’s eyes widened. “Lord Edding brought me out here to be bait?”

Gregor laughed. “What did you think, four-eyes? That Lord Edding thought you were the right man for the job?”

Jol felt heat rise to his cheeks. So that’s why he’d been called in such a hurry!

“You are the right man for the job,” Wilkes insisted. “You’ve got a keen eye, despite those bottles strapped to your face, and you’re smarter than most of the junior lads we’ve let come with us on these Expeditions. Keep your wits about you, and we’ll get through this.”

Jol gawked at the man. He’d never been complimented before.

Wilkes sighed and rubbed the back of his neck. “Besides,” he said, “Gregor is probably right. This is just a hunch—and Lord Edding has been… unstable of late. Making us chase down all sorts of crazy hunches…”

“Don’t say that,” Gregor warned. The shorter man’s eyes scanned the treeline. “Gods below, the man’s probably got spies peering at us right now.”

More pieces clicked together in Jol’s head. “Lord Edding has been angry as of late,” he said.

The two men shared a look, and Jol realized he’d only been seeing a tiny piece of the true situation.

“Let’s get this done,” Wilkes said abruptly. “You first, Jol.”

The boy stepped inside. The temperature dropped a few feet within the cave, and Jol’s glasses began to fog up. He wiped the moisture from the lenses, cursing the things for what was probably the ten thousandth time. Why did he have to be different?

The stairs Wilkes mentioned were narrow and uneven. They wound down into the earth in a spiral, traveling farther than Jol would have guessed from the outside of the cavern. The torch cast flickering shadows on the wall, and the temperature grew colder and colder the further down he traveled.

At some point he looked over his shoulder and saw Wilkes and Gregor standing with their crossbows unslung. Their faces were tight, but excitement gleamed in their eyes. They knew by now that this was no wild goose chase.

At the bottom of the stairs lay a single ornate door. It stretched all the way from the floor to the ceiling of the massive chamber, and a symbol Jol had never seen before had been painted on it, using brushstrokes as crude as the jagged rocks that surrounded them.

In the dim, flickering torchlight, it looked like nothing so much as a massive, staring eye.

That eye filled Jol with misgiving. There was something wrong with it.

Apparently, Gregor concurred. “I don’t like this,” the man grunted, looking around the small space they’d found themselves in. “I think we should go back.”

“We’re close,” Wilkes hissed. “Whatever Lord Edding wanted us to find is behind this door. I’m sure of it!”

Jol leaned in closer. Jagged lines like lightning bolts extended from the eye in all directions, as if the single orb were raining down upon those who dared to look at it. Was it fire that came from that emblem? Electricity? Magic?

Perhaps a wizard of the Lyceum could have told them. But Jol was no wizard.

“If Lord Edding wants what’s behind that door so badly, he can come here and get it himself!” Gregor turned away abruptly, shouldering his crossbow and putting a hand on the hilt of his dagger. “There’s something wrong with this place, and I ain’t going any further—”

Jol put a hand on the cold stone.

All at once, their torches went out.

Gregor screamed. Wilkes swore, reaching for a bit of flint in his pocket to relight the torch. But deep in his heart, Jol knew the light wasn’t coming back.

Whatever was behind that door wanted it dark.

A voice spoke, seeming to come from everywhere at once. It even sounded like it was coming from inside of Jol’s own head.

“What do ye lack?”

What? Jol staggered backwards, bumping into Gregor. The man nearly stabbed him for his trouble.

“What is that?” Gregor cried.

“I don’t know!” Wilkes shouted back. “It sounds like gibberish to me!”

Gibberish? Jol thought. No, he understood it perfectly well—

The voice came back.

“What do ye lack?”

There was something else traveling with the voice now. A pressure that made his eyes ache and bile rise to the back of his throat. Suddenly he felt as if he was going to be sick.

“Let’s get out of here,” Wilkes said. “We’ve sprung a trap, we—”

“WHAT DO YE LACK?”

The door slammed open.

Jol couldn’t see it—he could only feel the rush of wind, and knew that the protection of the massive stone door was gone. Whatever was on the opposite side of that portal, it was in here with them now, and it knew they were there.

Something cold and dark rushed past Jol. He heard Wilkes cry out, his scream silenced like someone cutting a throat, and the faint sound of Gregor babbling in the darkness.

Then there was silence.

Jol began to tremble. Though it was pitch-black all around him, he wouldn’t have lit a torch for all the gold in the Royal Treasury. There was something in here, something standing just beside him. He sensed that seeing it would have destroyed him as utterly as a blow from Nightfly.

The voice spoke right next to his ear.

“Thank you for freeing me,” it whispered in a silky tone. “Now—what do ye lack?”

Jol would never remember what he replied.

He was found by the camp’s scouts an hour later, wandering through the woods in a daze. Neither of the other men Lord Edding had sent to explore the vault were ever seen again. After a brief attempt to interview the lad, Lord Edding pronounced the entire thing a waste of good men and resources and moved camp to follow rumors of a new magical item he’d heard about from a local soothsayer.

Once he recovered, Jol could tell Lord Edding’s retinue nothing about his adventure into the vault. He served on the Exploratory Force under his Lord for another six months, until Lord Edding and his inner circle were slain by Lord Severian’s forces in a petty border skirmish south of Hallsbury.

No one in Lord Edding’s retinue ever noticed that when Jol came back, he wasn’t wearing his spectacles.

Nor would he ever need them again.
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The Woman in Blue, as she was to be called in years to come by the people of Littlereach, arrived with neither warning nor fanfare on a dusty autumn afternoon.

Her carriage—a tall, ornate contraption of lacquered wood drawn by a pair of roan horses—passed the village gates shortly after the noonday hour. As it passed through town, the people of Littlereach all stopped what they were doing and stared.

“I’ll be damned,” the town cobbler muttered, seeing the carriage pass outside of his window. “A real Lord! Driving through our town!”

The cobbler could be forgiven, as could the people of Littlereach in general, for believing the man who sat at the front of the carriage was a Lord. The villagers of Littlereach had scant knowledge of Lords or Ladies, and their business with the Second Empire usually amounted to no more than a visit from a tax collector every year or three. Even those had been rare as of late; rumors said they’d been recalled to quarters where peasants could be relied upon to give larger amounts of coin.

The driver was a man in fine clothes, sitting tall upon his seat and carrying a whip he didn’t feel the need to use. His horses were well behaved, slowing their step when an errant child at play or a commoner not watching where they were going walked into the street and directly into the carriage’s path.

He did not speak or cry out, even when the situation would have called for it. Later on, the townspeople would agree that was the most unusual thing about him of all. For in Littlereach, as in dozens of tiny villages that dotted the fringe of that constantly shifting set of principalities and duchies some historians have called the Second Empire, noise was the very stuff of life. Only the very sick were silent.

Or the dead.

The carriage had engendered nearly as much comment as it possibly could by the time it reached the town square, but it had only just begun its journey. Abruptly it turned down a side street, traveling down a path so poorly laid that it was little more than a dirt road between two larger thoroughfares.

The carriage’s wheels gradually slowed to a halt. Several children and other curious villagers who’d been following it at a distance paused, craning their necks to see where the fine vehicle had decided to make its stop.

“I’ll be,” a washerwoman whispered, as if the driver might hear her even from such a distance. “He’s stopping at the blacksmith’s!”

“Must be a mistake,” someone else said with dry humor. “What fine Lord needs smithing from Jol, of all people?”

The man in fine clothes rose from his seat and traveled around the side of the carriage. The people who’d been so eager to view the scene only moments ago abruptly found ways to look busy—indeed, to appear as if they’d merely happened along the carriage by chance, and were no more interested in it than they’d have been in a squirrel running down the lane.

With a deep bow, the man in fine robes opened the side of the carriage. A leg extended from the chamber inside, and someone gasped.

It was no Lord who’d come to visit the blacksmith.

It was a Lady.

She wore blue from the top of her head to the soles of her riding boots. A blue dress clung to her frame, remarkably revealing for the people of Littlereach—which meant merely that the dress ended only slightly beneath the knee instead of at ankle-length. A blue bag hung from her shoulder, bulging from one end with things the villagers would not even speculate about the provenance of. A blue veil hung before her face, shielding her visage from the eyes of passersby.

Oh, how the people of Littlereach tried to pierce that veil! Many were the eyes that squinted to catch a glimpse of the fine Lady In Blue, and many were the necks that craned to see her from a slightly better angle.

“Wait here,” the woman said, turning to her driver. “I shall be back shortly.”

With a curt nod, the liveried servant closed the carriage door and climbed back into the driver’s seat.

The sound of a hammer on an anvil rang out from the blacksmith’s shop. Inside, the man who’d found no need to change his name from what he’d been given at birth worked the forge, concentrating on the task he’d been performing since shortly after he woke up that morning.

The forge was a temperamental beast at the best of times—and these were far from the best of times. The coke smoldering in the bellows was nowhere near the quality he’d seen even a year ago, and no amount of oxygen could seem to get the flames from the forge hot enough to satisfy him.

Atop the anvil, a lump of roughly spherical metal glowed a deep orange. With a faintly disgusted look, Jol lifted it from the anvil and thrust it back into the forge, waiting for it to heat once more.

He’d been at this for the better part of the morning, with little luck. The work was beginning to get frustrating, which was always his least favorite part of a job. As the metal heated back up, he removed one of the heavy blacksmithing gloves from his forearm and wiped his face.

Mayor Lutz is going to be aggrieved if I don’t deliver this to him by tonight, the man thought. He’s got that fancy party happening. The mayors from three other villages are going to be there. He’s counting on this to show them how wealthy he is…

Honestly, Jol didn’t quite understand it. But he’d never been one to involve himself with the affairs of the great and mighty. The life of a simple blacksmith was more than enough for him these days.

He’d seen more than enough of the Second Empire to know how lucky he was in Littlereach.

At the very moment that Jol prepared to lift the rapidly-heating sphere of metal out of the fire, a knock came at the door. Jol glanced up at the boards of his roof where they’d been moved to the side to allow air and sun to enter the forge, trying to guess the time. He couldn’t be overdue already, could he?

No, it was still morning. But then, who was that?

“We’re not open,” Jol said, cupping his gloved hand around his mouth. “Working on a commission for a special customer. Come back later…”

The door opened. Jol gave a start; he was almost certain he’d locked that.

“Sorry,” he said, turning back to the forge. “I’m a little busy right now—”

Whatever else he’d been about to say fell out of the back of his head.

The woman entered the forge, like a vision from a fairy tale. She lifted the veil from her features as she closed the door behind her, revealing the face of a well-preserved woman perhaps a decade older than his twenty-seven years. Or perhaps it was fewer; it was harder to tell with the nobility, sometimes. All those spells and potions had a way of slowing the aging process.

For Jol was certain that this was a noblewoman. Someone who dressed so fine and carried herself in such a way could be nothing but.

“I’m so sorry to interrupt,” the woman said with a faint smile. “I’ll try not to take up too much of your time. Am I speaking to Master Rivers, the blacksmith?”

Rivers? “No one’s called me Master Rivers in many a year,” Jol said, plastering a smile on his face. It was always best to be gracious and kind to the nobility, even when they were not gracious or kind to you in return. They could lift a man from obscurity or dash him to splinters at their whim— it was the way of the world. “Around these parts, I’m just Jol. Brother Jol, if you must add an honorific to it.”

“Brother Jol,” the woman said, rolling the syllables over her tongue. She had a sly manner, this woman, which he instantly distrusted.

She was certainly a pretty woman, certainly, and of the age Jol preferred when available. He’d found that a woman with a few more years than his own generally had a good head on her shoulders and was far less likely to show up uninvited at the door of his cottage in the middle of the night shouting threats or starting fires.

But the nobility… it was better not to mess with them. Always.

“It’s very nice to meet you, Jol,” the woman said. She wore blue gloves, one of which she rolled off in order to shake his hand. “My name is Aeronwen—Aeronwen Bryche. Do you recognize that name, Brother Jol?”

He didn’t. Something about the way she asked the question put him on his guard—he never liked it when someone else knew something you didn’t. He took her hand all the same, giving it the respect it deserved. Aeronwen put her glove back on, and the conversation continued.

“I’m very sorry,” he said, nodding at the woman. “I don’t really traffic much in local affairs. You must be the wife of one of the councilors who’ve come to Mayor Lutz’s feast?”

Aeronwen blinked, and Jol knew he’d erred. “I don’t really traffic much in local affairs either,” she said, the hint of a smile in her eyes. “I’m from Keynes.”

Keynes?

“That’s the Imperial Capital!” Jol gasped.

The woman’s eyes lit up. “Indeed it is. Do you know what it is I do in Keynes, Jol?”

Jol couldn’t imagine it if he tried. “Something that only a lady can do, no doubt,” he said, contriving to bow more deeply than before. “Forgive me. I had no idea you were coming—I would have cleaned myself if I’d known…”

The woman was already shaking her head. “I don’t care about that,” Aeronwen said. “And though I may wear finery, I assure you—I am no lady.”

No? That Jol found the most unbelievable thing of all.

“I am one of the esteemed administrators of the Lyceum,” Aeronwen said. “Are you familiar with the Lyceum, Jol?”

Jol stared. This was getting stranger and stranger.

Seeing his shocked silence, Aeronwen mistook it for something else. “Do you know what the Lyceum does?” she asked.

What they did? How many boyhood fantasies had Jol had about running away from home and joining the Empire’s college for magical learning? Almost as many as he’d had of finding his own airship or locating a hidden treasure trove of diamonds beneath the ruins of an ancient druid grove.

“They… they train the Empire’s mages,” Jol finally said.

Aeronwen laughed—a throaty, full laugh that reminded Jol more of the barmaids at the Blue Dragon Inn than fancy lady. “Well, that is how a military man would see it, I suppose,” Aeronwen said, crossing her arms beneath her breasts. “Yes, we train the mages the Empire uses to protect our borders far and wide. But there is more to magical learning than combat, Jol.”

Something she’d said made the hair stand up on the back of his neck. “How did you know I was a military man?” Jol asked.

The woman smiled. “Oh, I know all about you,” she said, her tone too breezy by half. “Signed up with the Expeditionary Force at sixteen, served in several cohorts with honor and distinction. Specialized in scouting duties—stealth, I understand, was your specialty. A regular woodsman!”

“My superiors often called me a rogue,” Jol said, unable to keep a smile off of his face at the memory.

“Injured at the Battle of Herringbone, during the Fourth Northern War,” she said, bringing back a memory for him that was far less sweet. “After your convalescence, you were released from His Majesty’s service with an honorable discharge.” She looked up at him with eyes as piercing blue as her garments. “Do I have all of that right?”

Jol swallowed hard. Something about this woman was intimidating. “I was actually fifteen when I signed up for the Expeditionary Force,” he admitted. “I lied about that part.”

“Hmm.” Aeronwen ran a finger across one of the forge’s tables; a faint sheen of grit covered her finger by the time she was done. “With your background and your accolades, you could have done a great many things after leaving His Majesty’s service, Jol Rivers. Why settle down in a backwater burg like this?”

Just then, the forge began to smoke.

“Shit!” Jol swore, turning to the glowing coals. He’d forgotten entirely about the sphere of metal he’d set there to heat!

He grabbed at it with the tongs. The metal had heated up even more than he’d been hoping for—it was beginning to deform, the edges of the sphere going runny like undercooked eggs. Somehow he managed to get it onto the anvil to cool. He didn’t dare dunk it in brine in the state it was in—in liquid, it was likely to split into two or even three pieces. He’d never get the whole thing back together in that case.

“I see I have distracted you.” Aeronwen regarded the burning sphere with something like shame. “I hope that wasn’t terribly important…”

Jol stared at the lump of metal, then began to laugh. “Honestly? It’s a damned doorknob.”

Aeronwen began to laugh with him. “A doorknob?” she asked, aghast. “That’s what you’ve spent all this time and sweat on?”

“It’s for Mayor Lutz,” Jol explained. “He wants it molded into the shape of a lion’s head, the same as he’s seen in some of the bigger cities on the Grand River. He also wants a ring in the lion’s mouth, even though I told him I couldn’t possibly get it done in time…”

Aeronwen cocked her head to the side. “It almost looks like a lion if you squint?” she suggested, prompting another wave of laughter from them both.

Jol decided he liked this woman, despite her finery. When push came to shove, she was a very down-to-earth kind of person. It wasn’t a quality he associated with the wealthy or the powerful, but then again, he’d met just as many poor people who lacked the quality as rich ones.

“It’s a bust,” Jol said, setting his tongs to the side. “I’ll have to start from scratch. The Mayor won’t get his fancy doorknob before the feast, I’m afraid.”

“That’s terrible,” Aeronwen said, sounding like she meant it. “I will have to apologize to the poor man myself. It’s my fault he won’t be able to flaunt his blacksmith over the mayors of the outlying towns.”

Jol decided the woman had to be joking.

“Perhaps,” she continued, reaching into her bag, “the mayor could content them with this instead?”

What she pulled out made Jol’s eyes widen.

It was a helmet. His helmet.

“That… I haven’t seen that for a while,” he said, stepping around the table. For a moment, all of it—the forge, the anvil, the terrible mess he’d made of Mayor Lutz’s new door knocker—faded away, replaced with the pride he felt in a job well done. “Where on Earth did you get this?”

“You remember forging it?” There was a strange look in Aeronwen’s eyes.

“Of course I do,” Jol replied, turning it this way and that. “Though it didn’t have all this… stuff on it when I first made it.”

The helmet was one of his. He’d made it for a knight who’d been passing through the forest outside of Littlereach, on some quest or other. He recognized the visor—it had been a clever design of his, built to be easily raised and lowered without slamming down unexpectedly.

Some other fool had added a bunch of additional fiddly bits to it. The remnants of a crest hung from the side, torn off in some battle no doubt. A mass of iron affixed to the center of the helmet was probably meant to resemble a demon’s horn and strike fear in the enemy, but looked uncomfortably like a growth one of the village boys had had to have cut off last year by the local physician.

“So this is your handiwork?” Aeronwen’s eyes peered into his, searching.

Only now did Jol think to be cautious.

“I… I’m not sure why you’re asking,” he said, handing the helmet back to the Woman in Blue. “If something happened to the man wearing this, it wasn’t my fault. There was nothing wrong with this helmet when I forged it…”

“Peace,” Aeronwen said, lifting a hand. “Nothing untoward happened to the knight who wore this helmet, Jol. In fact, one could almost say that a miracle visited Ser Jeroboam.”

Jol blinked. “A miracle,” he said flatly.

Aeronwen tapped the helmet. “Four months ago, Ser Jeroboam was struck by a mage’s spell,” the woman explained, her eyes taking on a faraway cast as she related the event. “An extremely powerful spell—a death spell. The sort of immoral thing our own mages refuse to specialize in, practiced only by the heathen magicians of the far North.”

Jol had his own ideas of what the Empire’s mages did and didn’t consider immoral. “In war, moral and immoral don’t matter,” he grunted, a little bit of the man he’d been suppressing ever since leaving the Empire’s service rising to the fore. “The only thing that matters is making the other fellow dead before you are.”

“Said just like a military man,” Aeronwen said, sounding pleased. “Indeed. And in this case, the other fellow was the one who ended up dead, and not lucky Ser Jeroboam. But it was no blessing or stroke of luck that saved the man from this death spell, Jol.” She lifted the helmet. “It was this.”

“The helmet?” Jol rubbed the back of his neck, not understanding. Or perhaps not wanting to understand. “That’s good, I suppose…”

“This helmet was enchanted,” Aeronwen explained. “Granted a very powerful enchantment that no one knew about. Even the mages on our side of the fight didn’t notice it, and I assure you, they’re trained to notice those exact sorts of things. It’s truly a miracle, if one thinks about it, isn’t it?”

“A miracle or skill,” Jol said with a shrug. “I’m sure whatever mage blessed Ser Jeroboam’s helmet is feeling very good about himself right now.”

Aeronwen’s lips curled upwards like a cat’s. “No mage blessed this helmet, Jol. Nor did any member of the Lyceum place an enchantment on any part of Ser Jeroboam’s kit.”

Jol was shaking his head. “In that case, I don’t understand…”

“For the last three months,” Aeronwen said, a grim determination entering her voice, “I have been tasked with locating the person or persons who reflected that death spell. Who did something that, according to every piece of magical research and learning we’ve managed to discover in ten centuries of the Lyceum, ought to be flatly impossible.” She gestured at the widgets added to the helmet. “I researched every piece that was added to Ser Jeroboam’s armor, crossing off every other possibility. We know it was this helmet that reflected the death spell, and we know it was not some part that was added to the helmet as one of Jeroboam’s vain decorations after the fact that protected him. It was this. This helmet.”

Something tingled within Jol. The trees he’d been looking at in his mind’s eye since the beginning of this conversation were finally beginning to coalesce into a forest. And from the looks of things, it was a very dark forest, indeed.

“You can’t be saying…?”

Aeronwen nodded. “I am. Jol Rivers, you did this. You saved Ser Jeroboam’s life.”
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Jol stared at Aeronwen, shocked to his gills.

“Somehow, you enchanted this helmet in a way that not just repelled the most powerful spell our enemies could cast, but reflected it back onto its caster.” Aeronwen’s voice was one of those that picked up speed the longer it spoke, filling with excitement as the Woman in Blue finally explained her reason for coming to Littlereach. “The Heathen Mage who cast this death spell was blown to a cinder. Ser Jeroboam, poor man, thought he had somehow smote the fellow!”

Jol’s mouth suddenly went dry. He’d enchanted a piece of armor? He was no magician! He wasn’t even a sorcerer. He’d never cast a spell, or tried to, for a single day of his life. The Lyceum in Keynes was as real to him as the dark side of the moon — either way, it was something he’d never see and never needed to think about.

“I’m sorry,” Jol said, shaking his head. “There has to be some kind of mistake. You must have made an error. I’m not… Lady Aeronwen, I’m nobody…”

“I told you,” Aeronwen snapped. “I’m no Lady. You may call me Instructor Aeronwen, if you simply must add an honorific to my name. I teach several subjects at the Lyceum, in addition to my administrative work.”

All of this was making Jol’s head spin. “Instructor Aeronwen… I think I need to sit down!”

Jol lurched to the side, leaning heavily on the nearest table. He was a large man, his muscles toned from long hours of working the forge each day, and the wood groaned beneath him as he settled his weight onto it. Presently the dizziness that had threatened to overwhelm him retreated, and he was able to think again.

And to realize how much trouble he was in.

This wasn’t just a fancy Lady. A noblewoman would be grief, for sure, especially with how pushy they could be and the way they refused to take ‘no’ for an answer. But an administrator from the Lyceum? An instructor?

This woman trained the mage cadre. The most fearsome band of magic users in all the Second Empire. Upsetting her wouldn’t just mean repercussions from on high.

She might very seriously turn him into a toad.

Aeronwen stood over Jol as he leaned against the table. “I’m not surprised to see you so shocked,” the woman said, giving him a sympathetic look. “You never had an inkling that you were capable of performing magic, did you?”

Now that his dizziness was gone, Jol’s mind worked feverishly. “I had no clue,” he said, straightening back up again. “But wait—this isn’t possible!”

Relief broke in his chest. There was no way Aeronwen could be telling the truth!

“What do you mean?” The Woman in Blue asked.

“I was tested,” Jol explained. “All of us were. When I first joined up with His Majesty’s Expeditionary Forces, we had a mage walk through us as part of basic training. Any recruits who had the spark got separated from the rest of us and taken to a special training academy…”

He trailed off, realizing that the training academy in question must be the Lyceum.

Aeronwen nodded. “That is how most of the potential mages who wind up serving His Majesty are located,” she said. “But the scrying processes we use are far from perfect. Every now and then, a budding young mage slips through the cracks.”

Him? He slipped through the cracks?

Jol had never slipped through a crack before. Not once in his entire life. The experience of being overlooked was almost entirely foreign to him.

Aeronwen pursed her lips, her gaze sliding to the lopsided mass of metal sitting atop the anvil. “For someone to hide their magic for such a long time, however…”

The woman grazed the edge of the dully glowing ball, putting the tip of her finger so close to its surface that Jol instinctively recoiled, fearing she’d get burned. A spark flew from Aeronwen’s finger, and Jol thought he saw a faint pulse of blue energy wash over the surface of the ball.

Everything is blue with her, Jol thought. Wonder if her underwear’s that color, too…

The ball rapidly cooled, as if the Woman in Blue had dunked it into the bucket of brine near the forge. A faint wisp of smoke rose from the silvery metal, then vanished into thin air.

“It’s almost unheard of,” Aeronwen whispered.

Jol got the impression that the matter of the ball was of some great importance to Aeronwen. But he couldn’t make heads or tails of what she was doing. He felt grateful that she’d cooled down Mayor Lutz’s doorknob—perhaps Jol would be able to reforge it before the party—but the things she had to say about him sounded like they described another man entirely.

Suddenly Aeronwen took his wrist, and he was staring into those piercing blue eyes.

The woman’s orbs searched his own, not looking into him but somehow through him instead. This close, Jol realized that her tawny brown hair had a streak of gray running through it, almost like the mark on the back of a skunk. The design reminded him of something—or someone—he’d known a long, long time ago.

“Have you had any strange experiences?” Aeronwen’s voice took on a deeper note, as if another person was standing behind Jol and harmonizing with her words. “In the Expeditionary Force, perhaps? Or did you ever see a tool you brought out of the forge behave in a different way than you expected when it was wielded for its intended use?”

Something stirred at the back of Jol’s mind. Half-remembered visions, almost like dreams… or terrible nightmares. Things he’d be better off forgetting, pretending had  never happened…

He managed to pull away. The strange hold Aeronwen suddenly had on him lessened, then was gone.

“Every man sees strange things when he’s at war,” replied Jol. “War is nothing but a series of strange experiences. Sometimes interrupted by death.”

The corner of Aeronwen’s lip curled. “Life, too,” she agreed, sounding impressed.

“And no,” Jol added. “I’ve never had a forged item react in a way I didn’t expect.”

As he spoke, Jol looked around his forge. The vast majority of the items he smithed for the people of Littlereach and the neighboring villages around it were not weapons of war, but farming implements and candlestick holders. Maybe an ax or three, when the weather grew cold and splitting logs was the only way to keep frost from your lips when sitting indoors. He could count on one hand the number of times he’d used his gifts to create a weapon of war.

The meeting with Ser Jeroboam had been one of those times. Jol hadn’t even known the fellow’s name, just that he was a knight, and when a knight asked you to do something, you generally did it. In the Second Empire, those who did not do as their betters commanded often found themselves dead before old age, of strange and obscure causes.

The man had paid promptly and been happy with his purchase. Obviously like most knights, Ser Jeroboam had a flair for the dramatic—hence all the bits and bobs he’d added to the helmet later.

One of those must have given him the magical protection Aeronwen described, Jol decided. It simply wasn’t possible that he’d somehow enabled the man to reflect a heathen mage’s death spell…

“This one has,” Aeronwen said. She tapped the forehead of the helmet, then extended a hand. Jol gave the item back to her and she slipped it into her bag, making it disappear as quickly as she’d drawn it. “And I’m willing to make you a wager, though I doubt we’ll ever get to check the result.”

“What’s that?” Jol asked.

“That if a team of mages from the Lyceum went over the other items you’ve forged for the people of Littlereach, we’d find other enchantments woven into them. Not all, mind you—just a few. Enchantments that protect from harm, perhaps, or that bring better weather or better luck.”

By the Gods. She really meant it!

“Oh, don’t look at me like that,” said Aeronwen with a faint smile. “I’m not about to track down every item that’s ever left your forge, Jol. What I’m telling you is, you have a gift. A very rare and powerful gift.”

Jol’s mouth went dry. This woman was winding him up for something; he could feel it. Her expectations weighed on his shoulders like a heavy hiking pack, and the hair on the back of his neck kept standing on end. Was he in some kind of trouble? No, she said his magic helped people. It saved a man’s life…

“Listen,” Jol said, glancing around the shop. “I’m a simple man. I left my home, I saw the world—I didn’t much like it. I saw war; and I didn’t much like that, either. Blacksmithing… I’m good at it. Good enough, I suppose.”

“You are far more than good, Mr. Rivers,” Aeronwen insisted. “I know third-year students at the Lyceum, skilled ones, who would struggle to place an enchantment on a man’s helmet and keep it there for any period of time. And none of them could make anything capable of resisting a death spell.”

“Yes, but we’re not in the Lyceum, are we?” He couldn’t resist saying it.

Aeronwen snorted. “No,” she agreed. “But we soon will be.”

Jol’s eyes nearly fell out of his head. His fingers gripped the rough edge of the table; a splinter nearly buried itself in his finger. The pain brought him back to the present moment, stopping his panic before it could get a foothold inside of him.

“You mean you will, my lady,” Jol said, inclining his head.

Aeronwen was already shaking her head. “I’ll not waste my time reminding you again that I am no Lady,” the brown-haired woman insisted. “You and I are to travel to Keynes, Jol Rivers. Once we arrive, I fully intend to see you enrolled in the Lyceum, where you belong.”

“The Lyceum?”

“Of course.” Aeronwen made it sound so simple. “Where else would I take you?”

His mind swam. “Lady… no, Miss Aeronwen, that’s impossible. Even if I was magically gifted. I am nearing my thirtieth summer—”

“You’re twenty-seven, if the Empire’s bean counters are any good at their jobs.” Aeronwen’s tone told him she was fairly certain she could trust that number—a good thing, too, because she was right. “It’s an unusual age to enroll at the Lyceum, certainly. You’ll be perhaps a decade older than most of your peers. Freshmen typically arrive shortly after their eighteenth birthday.”

Jol knew all about that. He’d been told about it when he first signed up to join the Expeditionary Forces. Anyone who had an inkling of magical power had their fate sealed from nearly the moment it was detected by one of the Empire’s mages. They’d be taken to the Lyceum, and if they applied themselves and attained a degree of magical might, they’d become a fearsome warrior—or a healer, a researcher or instructor. The Second Empire needed mages for all sorts of tasks, not just the ways of war.

But the defense of the Empire itself was the most important.

With a skill like his, he’d be pushed into a military appointment. He knew it as surely as he knew Aeronwen’s eyes were sizing him up, trying to gauge what the chances were that he was planning to bolt and run screaming from his destiny.

At the moment, those chances were good.

Something changed in Aeronwen’s face. “Perhaps I’ve been too hasty,” the brown-haired woman said. “In any case, you have more pressing matters on your mind than the far-off capital of our empire, no?”

As she spoke, Aeronwen gestured over Jol’s shoulder. He turned and saw the molten lump that had previously been two-thirds of the way to becoming Mayor Lutz’s new doorknob lying atop his anvil. One side of it had gone runny like an undercooked egg, and had begun to flow down the side of the iron like molasses.

“Damn!” Jol swore. All of Aeronwen’s lofty ambitions fell out of the back of his head, replaced with the simple need to get the job done.

With a grunt, he took his tongs and did his best to reshape the sphere. The work was harder than he expected; what was left of the metal orb refused to coalesce, fighting against the work of his tools. In time, he managed to keep the glowing ball from oozing all the way to the floor, but getting it back into a workable shape quickly proved to be more or less impossible.

Bits of melted metal clung to his tongs. With a disgusted look, he dunked the tool into the quencher and watched it sizzle and steam. Sweat beaded on his forehead; he took off the glove on his right hand and wiped it away, swallowing his disappointment.

“Mayor Lutz is going to be very unhappy about this,” Jol said, shaking his head. “He was counting on that piece of frippery to make him look good tonight...”

A sly smile spread across Aeronwen’s face. For the moment, the Woman in Blue looked as if she too had decided to tuck thoughts of Keynes and the Lyceum away for the future.

“Perhaps I could aid you with this,” Aeronwen said. “It must be completed by tonight, you said?”

Jol bit back a sigh. Aeronwen seemed like a nice enough woman, and she was willing to help. But she had little knowledge of blacksmithing, and even less about what went into creating an item like what he’d been forging for Mayor Lutz. Her attempts to aid him would be far less of a help than a hindrance.

“I appreciate the offer, Instructor,” Jol said, deciding on the spur of the moment what safe, neutral term he’d use to avoid offending either propriety or Aeronwen’s requests. “But I’m afraid that won’t be possible…”

The corner of the brown-haired woman’s mouth curled in a smirk. “Mr. Rivers,” she said, pointing. “Look behind you, please.”

Jol turned.

And saw that the molten gob of metal had transformed into a cool, solid sphere.

The sight caught Jol so off guard that he actually gasped. Aeronwen’s smile widened, and she leaned over and lifted the orb straight off of the anvil. Jol winced, expecting her to cry out from the pain, but the sphere must have been cool to the touch on top of everything else.

“Here,” the Woman in Blue said, handing the item to him. “As good as new. Or perhaps even a little better…?”

The orb was indeed cool. Not just room temperature, as Jol would have expected if he’d picked the thing out of a drawer or left it to sit all night, but just slightly chilly. He could have been imagining it, but he thought he detected the faint whiff of magic about the metal now.

“Thank you,” Jol said. His gratitude was matched only by the fearfulness he now felt towards what was no doubt a powerful magic user. Unpleasant thoughts of being turned into a toad flickered in the back of his head. “You’ve done me a very great favor, my la… Miss Bryche.”

“You’re welcome,” the woman said, still smiling. “Between you and me, Mr. Rivers, I detest over-politeness. Would it be welcome if I merely called you Jol? I would not be offended if you simply called me ‘Aeronwen’, I assure you.”

Jol swallowed hard. It was not the sort of thing that was done in Littlereach. Even in the Expeditionary Force, when he’d been a part of His Majesty’s military, superiors were addressed by their title. Calling someone above you on the social ladder by their given name was a huge mistake.

But she’d asked. And she had saved him out of a very great jam.

“Very well,” he said, something within him bending. “Thank you again… Aeronwen.”

It would not be the last time he bent before the Woman in Blue.

“Wonderful,” Aeronwen said. “Now that that’s all over, Jol, why don’t you show me what you were planning to do with Mayor Lutz’s commission?”

What? Jol stared. “You can’t possibly be interested in that, my la…”

He trailed off, seeing the look on the woman’s face.

“…Aeronwen,” he finished.

“Nonsense,” the Woman in Blue said. She was already walking across the room, taking a seat next to one of the long, rectangular tables on which the lesser used implements of his profession were arranged, just in case he needed them. “I want to see your process, Jol. We already know you’ve created one magically enhanced item during your career. Who’s to say this won’t be another?”

Her words brought him up short. Who’s to say, indeed?

Slowly, Jol began to nod. “I would welcome that,” he said, realizing with a start that he truly would. “If there is something I’m doing to the metal, then perhaps you can detect it?”

“That’s exactly what I’m hoping to find out,” the Woman in Blue said. She leaned back as if that settled the matter, her arms beneath her breasts and a secretive smile on her face. “Work on, Jol. I shall let you know if there’s anything special about this… doorknob you’re making for Mayor Lutz.”

Jol couldn’t help but match her smile with one of his own. It was a bit ridiculous, the item he was spending all this effort to create.

But Mayor Lutz wouldn’t think so.

His fingers gripped the hilt of his tongs as he pulled them from the quencher.

There was work to do.
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It took Jol the better part of three hours to mold the shape Aeronwen’s magic created into the ornate metal doorknob Mayor Lutz expected him to present at his party. Sweat poured from his brow as he worked, and the heat of the forge grew to such an intense level that he expected Aeronwen to either leave the room or request ice and cold water. To his surprise, she did neither.

During the few moments of downtime during the forging process, Jol snuck looks at the strange, blue-garbed woman. Aeronwen did not appear to be looking at anything in particular while he worked; in fact, half the time his glances revealed a woman with her eyes closed in a doze.

Was she really searching his process for signs of magic? It seemed almost silly when viewed in light of her appearance. Aeronwen looked more like a highborn lady taking a surreptitious nap than a magical researcher performing a scientific experiment. She seemed more likely to be dreaming than making a serious effort to check him for sorcerous intent.

Not that he had any intent, mind you.

Now that Aeronwen had brought it up, Jol found himself having a difficult time of putting the idea out of his mind. The thought niggled in the back of his brain as he worked, molding the sphere of metal through multiple sessions of heating it in the forge, hammering it on the anvil, and cooling it in the quenching flames. While the greater part of his mind concentrated on the task at hand, the rest wandered, actively self-conscious and focusing on any sign that he might be channeling magic as he worked without realizing it.

If he was, he didn’t notice it. No uncanny glow illuminated his hands as he wielded the hammer; no arcane sparks flew from his fingertips as he lifted the tongs and moved the half-formed door knocker back into the fires of the forge. Even as he watched, fearful for any sign that he might truly be the mage Aeronwen believed him to be, he could detect nothing unusual about his smithing.

It was the same work he’d done day in and day out for years. Nothing new; and nothing strange about it.

Evidently, Aeronwen agreed. The mage took one look at the finished product of his work—a stately door knocker in the shape of a lion’s head, its surface burnished with the cold metal underneath—and gave Jol a short, sharp nod.

“I felt nothing,” the mage woman said. “No spark of magical creation went into the forging of that lion’s head.”

Jol nodded. Relief flooded him, though he tried his best not to let it show.

“Then you were wrong,” he said, the words out before he could retract them. “I’m not a magic user after all!”

Aeronwen’s face told him nothing of the sort. “I did not say that,” the woman corrected. “Only that I didn’t notice you doing any magic on that door knocker. The true test will only come when you and I arrive at the Lyceum.”

She was still speaking about him as if his fate were decided. Jol didn’t like it.

“So you really don’t know, then?” Jol asked. There was a thread here; perhaps he could pull on it until Aeronwen’s plan unraveled. “I could have the potential to do magic, or I could not?”

The woman must have known what Jol was working her towards. Her lips formed a tight little line as her gaze traveled from the eyes of the frozen metal lion to his own. “That helmet was not magically enchanted by accident, Jol,” she insisted. “Even if it somehow were, the enchantment would be nowhere near powerful enough to reflect a death spell. This was not a fluke. This was you.”

So she said. But Jol disagreed. He’d sensed nothing while he’d been working; it wasn’t just that he had the potential and hadn’t used it, he hadn’t even felt a faint stirring in the back of his mind while he used the forge. It truly felt to him as if someone else had enchanted that helmet.

But Aeronwen was the expert. And Aeronwen was insistent that they were going to need to travel to the Lyceum to sort all of this out.

Turning her down wasn’t an option. Jol had little doubt that stashed somewhere in that azure bag of hers, the instructor carried a missive from the Lyceum itself, authorizing her to collect one Jol Rivers and deposit him to the college’s faculty office. She was far too much of a lady to actually reveal such a thing unless he made a fuss about it, but knowing her, she had to have all of her I’s dotted and her t’s crossed.

There was no escape.

Or was there?

I have to prove to her that I’m no one special, Jol thought. But how do you prove a negative? It would be the easiest thing in the world to prove that I do have magical ability—all I’d have to do is cast a spell. But I won’t. Because I can’t.

As he reached beneath the table for the lacquered box he’d set aside to deliver Mayor Lutz’s door knocker in, he thought about how long the journey would take between Littlereach and Keynes. In this section of the Second Empire, war was far enough away to be nothing but a distant rumor, but running into bandits or refugees was still a distinct possibility. Even totally unhindered, the trip would take the better part of two weeks.

Two weeks. Two weeks without work at his forge; two weeks travel time back to Littlereach once Aeronwen and her Imperial ‘bean counters’ discovered he wasn’t the special find they thought him to be. Plus however long he was detained at the capital…

Jol grimaced. He doubted the Empire would be good enough to reimburse him for his trouble. At least Mayor Lutz would gladly extend him the credit he’d need to keep his forge running after the break.

Or he would as long as he got his shiny new toy.

Jol sealed the lion’s head up in the box and placed a bow on the top. Personally he found the final touch ostentatious, but the Mayor liked those sorts of things. Aeronwen saw him do it and cocked an eyebrow, but he just shrugged.

“Well,” the blue-garbed woman said once Jol was done. “Shall we?”

Ice filled the pit of Jol’s gut. She didn’t intend to bring him to Keynes now, did she?

His fear must have shown on his face. “To deliver your commission,” she said, gently chiding him. “You wouldn’t want to miss Mayor Lutz’s fancy shindig, now would you, Jol?”

Something inside of him relaxed. “We’ll not leave after that, will we?” he asked, casting a glance around the forge. “If we’re going on a journey to Keynes, I’ll need to pack beforehand. I’m already close enough to my deadline with the Mayor as it is—”

“We will leave for Keynes tomorrow,” Aeronwen said. “Tonight you may sleep in your own bed, as it will be the last opportunity you will get for a very long time. My carriage will pick you up in the morning.”

Her carriage? Jol craned his neck to peer out the front windows of the forge.

There was a carriage out there.

A bored-looking driver sat at the front with a small book in his hands, casting glances from the pages at passersby. The man looked up and, as luck would have it, caught sight of Jol. He gave a quick nod, then returned to his reading.

“I trust you won’t try and run,” Aeronwen said from behind him. “So I won’t bother keeping you on a leash tonight.”

Jol’s brows rose. He’d actually just been thinking of how easy Aeronwen was setting things up for him to make an escape attempt. Not that he was going to run—but if he was, it would have been easy.

“Good judge of character?” he asked.

Aeronwen smirked. “That’s one of the two reasons,” the woman in blue said as she rose from her seat. “What I’ve seen of you matches what my sources tell me—which is that you’re a decent, moral person, who won’t try and shirk your responsibilities.”

He wondered who’d told her that. “And the other reason?” he ventured.

The woman’s smirk widened. “Because you wouldn’t get far if you tried,” she said, her dark eyes dancing with mischief.

Ah. Well, Aeronwen certainly wasn’t someone to be trifled with.

The heat of the forge gave way to a cool breeze as Jol left the forge. He locked the door behind him with a heavy iron key and tucked it in his pants, sharing a little nod with Aeronwen. The man sitting in the high seat of the carriage put his book away and sat up a little straighter, waiting for his mistress to give him orders.

“We’re heading out,” Aeronwen said. “First to Master Rivers’s cottage, so he can clean himself and change into some more appropriate clothing. Then to the house of the Mayor—Mayor Lutz.” Aeronwen paused, looking up and down the street. “You can give the man directions to the Mayor’s home, yes, Jol?”

“I suspect it’ll be easy enough to find,” the driver said with a faint smile. “But I would of course appreciate the help, sir blacksmith.”

Jol looked the man up and down. He didn’t recognize the fellow—Aeronwen must have hired him long before she’d arrived at Littlereach, or any of the villages outlying it. He had snow white hair and a short, closely-cropped goatee, though his face did not look old enough to match the color.

He knew a few men who’d gone gray before their time. Usually it was caused by some trauma or other distressing event. He wondered if Aeronwen’s driver had been in the war.

“My home?” Jol walked to the side of the carriage, intending to open it for Aeronwen. “I wasn’t aware we needed to make a stop—”

The driver sprang from his seat. He reached the door with a quickness and took hold of the handle, opening it to reveal the velvet seats within. Jol stared at the man, almost as shocked as he’d been when Aeronwen revealed it was him who’d enchanted the armor that saved Ser Jeroboam’s life.

How had the fellow moved that fast?

“Pardon me,” the driver said with a faint smile. “That is my duty, sir blacksmith, not yours.”

Jol blinked. Yes, definitely a military man. No one who’d achieved that color of hair through old age could move so swiftly.

Aeronwen either hadn’t noticed the driver’s strange behavior or was already used to it. “You won’t want to visit Mayor Lutz looking like that, surely,” the blue-garbed woman said, casting a faint smile over his garments. “You’ll need to put on some decent clothing and wash your face if you’re to present yourself among what passes for Littlereach’s high society.”

The interior of the carriage was dark and cool. Jol stared into it and grimaced.

“Instructor Aeronwen,” he said, “I feel you may be misinformed about something.”

“Oh?” Was that a hint of mirth he could detect in Aeronwen’s voice, or was he imagining it? “What would that be, Jol?”

There was no remedy but to be out with it. “I am not actually invited to Mayor Lutz’s party,” he said, steadfastly ignoring the gazes of both the mage woman and her driver. “I am supposed to appear at the mayor’s mansion and present him with the box, then leave before the party begins…”

Aeronwen stared at him. Jol’s cheeks burned as the moment stretched out, becoming almost intolerably taut. He didn’t want to feel ashamed, and he wouldn’t have under normal circumstances. But for Aeronwen to have assumed he moved in the same stratum as people like herself and the Mayor, only to be corrected, was a terrible faux pas.

The blue-robed woman smiled. “Of course,” she said, as if she’d known this all along. “And you will do that, Jol. Then you will reappear at the party itself.”

Hmm?

“I have been invited to Mayor Lutz’s event,” Aeronwen said breezily. “And you will be my date.”

To say Jol was shocked would have been a major understatement. “My lady?”

Even the white-haired fellow holding the door looked surprised. The man looked like he wanted to say something, even, but had either the good sense or the self-preservation not to speak up before his betters.

“Mayor Lutz’s invitation came with a plus-one,” the woman said, looking as pleased as punch with herself. “I don’t think the man expected me to use it; doubtless he extended it to me out of simple politeness. But I intend to use it.”

She wanted him to be her date. For Mayor Lutz’s party. The thought of it brought laughter bubbling at the back of his throat.

Aeronwen noticed. “Is something funny?” she asked.

Not in the way you think it is, Jol told himself.

“Just that…” He hesitated, wondering if he wouldn’t be speaking out of turn to bring this up. “Mayor Lutz is likely to be unhappy to have a commoner in his midst during his big night. To say the least.”

He tried to picture the look on the man’s face when he realized Jol Rivers was in attendance, and on the arm of the Lady Aeronwen. Mayor Lutz was a greedy, vain man, as evidenced for his love of fancy things and his ever-present need to make himself look good in the eyes of people who cared little for him however wealthy he was. Despite all of this, the man was one of the least corrupt leaders Jol had ever encountered.

It would certainly be a night to remember, if nothing else.

“Ah, but you are no commoner,” Aeronwen countered with a sly wink. “You are a mage in training, with a fully paid scholarship to the Lyceum waiting for you in the Imperial Capital. Why, I dare venture you might actually occupy a higher rung of the societal ladder than all of Mayor Lutz’s well-heeled guests. Not including me, of course.”

“Of course,” Jol muttered. He was still trying to process all of this.

Aeronwen hustled him into the carriage before he could ask any other questions. As she climbed in after him, she gestured at the white-haired man. “You know where he lives?” she asked.

The man nodded.

“Good.” She tapped the line of dark mahogany running over the door. “Then drive on, Godfrey!”

With a nod, the man went to do just that. Aeronwen closed the door, muffling the sounds of the outside world. The velvet interior of the carriage formed an able barrier against the sounds and smells of Littlereach proper, so it felt almost as if they were driving through an exhibit at one of the capital’s museums rather than real life.

Aeronwen settled herself into the seat opposite Jol’s. She did not need to sit so close; the carriage could easily have seated a half-dozen people, with space enough for them to all sit comfortably without touching each other. Clearly, she wasn’t done with him yet.

The carriage rumbled over the cobblestones, the seat bouncing gently beneath Jol’s thighs with every motion of the horses.

“You look distressed, young man,” the Woman in Blue said, frowning gently. Her eyes narrowed as she looked him up and down, her gaze filled with sympathy but totally lacking in pity. “It’s not an easy thing to have your world turned upside down in the span of a single afternoon.”

“It wouldn’t be the first time,” Jol muttered. He turned and looked out the window.

The streets of Littlereach had never looked so foreign to his eyes before. Viewed from the high, rounded window in the side of the carriage, the thatched roofs and cobblestone streets of the village he’d called his own for nearly three years now looked less like his hometown and more like a quick stop he was passing through on the way to another mission with the Expeditionary Force. The sun blazed on the horizon, slowly dropping towards the western edge of the sky as the shadows in the village square lengthened. A group of children danced around a massive chalk outline, divided into squares based on the rules of some game Jol had never played and had never had the opportunity to learn.

He recognized faces as the carriage passed, but there was a distance between him and them that hadn’t been there any hour ago. Is this what being a noble feels like? He wondered. These were his people, his friends and neighbors, yet through the high seat they looked more like an exotic menagerie viewed through glass.

Aeronwen coughed politely. “Jol.”

He looked up into Aeronwen’s face. Her eyes softened as they met his.

The brown-haired woman leaned forward in her seat. Her hand rested on his knee, as if it were the most natural thing in the world for her to put it there, and a smell like cloves and cinnamon filled his nostrils. All of a sudden, Aeronwen did not seem that much older than he was.

“Do you truly wish to stay here in Littlereach?” she asked. “To remain a common blacksmith, with no inkling of what you might be if only you put your mind to it?”

He stared down at her hand, surprised by the contact. Yet he made no move to shift away.

Aeronwen’s fingers gave him a gentle squeeze, as if she appreciated his reluctance. “You can be honest with me,” she said. “I’m not a monster, Jol—I’m not even a bureaucrat. If you look me in the eyes and tell me that this is what you honestly want from the rest of your life, then I’ll believe you.”

Something inside of him recoiled. Coming from anyone else, this would stink of an obvious trap. But Aeronwen seemed genuine, like she honestly cared whether he was willing to travel with her to Keynes or not. Could she mean it?

The hand on his knee certainly implied so.

And what did he want?

Jol didn’t answer right away. He thought about it, his lids closing halfway as he searched his own thoughts and feelings for what was true. It was an old trick; one he’d honed over many years in the Expeditionary Force. Though he was no weaver, he heeded well the old adage: “Measure twice, cut once.” Though there were times where hesitation surely spelt defeat, like in the middle of a battlefield, determining the correct course of action and a plan to make it happen were normally prerequisites for success. Whenever possible, it was always better to look before one leapt.

Finally, Jol opened his eyes. Aeronwen watched him with a curious expression, one hand on his knee and the other on the azure bag hanging from her side. She hadn’t slipped it off and placed it on the floor, the way many a noble lady would have the moment they had an opportunity to set down their burden. Whatever else was inside of it, the instructor from the Lyceum considered it important enough to keep on her person always.

It made him curious. But not enough to distract him from the task at hand.

“I… I don’t know,” he said.

Aeronwen rocked back on her heels. “That’s a fair answer,” she said, chuckling gently. “I did spring all of this on you without warning, Jol. It’s no surprise that you might need a little time to work it all out.”

There was something else he needed to know. “If I tell you no,” he managed, staring out the window instead of meeting the woman’s eye, “you’ll let me stay? You won’t force me to go to Keynes with you?”

Aeronwen was quiet for so long Jol began to worry she hadn’t heard the question. Finally, the woman let out a low, quiet sigh.

“I suspect that forcing you would create a very reluctant traveling companion,” she said, her hand leaving his knee. “And while I’m certain you wouldn’t be able to escape my grasp, even if you were to set your mind to it, I don’t relish the thought of having to track you down and drag you back to the Lyceum after multiple escape attempts.”

He looked at her. Her eyes sparkled with some unnamable emotion.

“No, Jol Rivers, I would not force you to accompany me to Keynes. But as I said, I believe you are a good person. You want to do what’s right. And joining the Lyceum is just about the rightest thing there is.”

He wondered about that. Surely, she’d know more about it than him—yet he retained memories of his time with His Majesty’s Expeditionary Force. Not all of them were good memories, either.

“And,” the woman added, “I believe you already know that there’s more to you than meets the eye, Jol. This isn’t where you’re meant to be. Your life was made for more than bowing and scraping before some petty Mayor and making pretty trinkets!”

He managed to smirk at that. “They’re not just pretty. They’re functional as well. But thank you for the compliment.”

She matched his grin with one of her own. “It’s a very handsome lion,” Aeronwen chuckled, crossing one leg over the other. “Very fierce and dangerous. Any lord would be proud to have it hanging on the door of his home.”

Was… was she buttering him up? Jol’s eyes bulged a bit. Flattery was the unofficial coin of the realm, but Aeronwen seemed to be spending it rather flagrantly—

“I’m certain the lady of the house would enjoy it as well,” the blue-robed woman said. A smile spread across her face every bit as open and bawdy as a tavern wench’s, and Jol was suddenly certain that she only showed that face to the world when she was surrounded by walls like the ones in the carriage. “Even high-born ladies enjoy a good pounding every now and then…”

Jol’s jaw dropped. “My Lady!”

The woman tossed her head back and cackled. “Master Rivers, if we’re going to be spending any amount of time on the road together, you really must start referring to me by my given name.” Her hand was back on his knee, squeezing it with a familiarity that now seemed to have taken on a whole second meaning. “I don’t know how many ways I can tell you that I am no Lady. I fear if you don’t stop soon, I will be forced to show you.”

Jol swallowed hard at that. “Show me how?” he dared.

Aeronwen chuckled. “Wouldn’t you like to know?”

The carriage slowed as they reached the edge of the village. Through the high, rounded window, Jol saw the fields that framed the southern border of Littlereach, beyond which lay the properties of the farmers who supplied the region with food. A vast forest stretched to the east, dark and foreboding. Jol’s cottage lay at the end of the lane, a small, squat building with little to mark it as different from any other peasant house.

Aeronwen smoothly slid from her seat. “This would be your home?” she asked, pursing her lips.

Jol nodded. He didn’t trust his voice to do much more than that.

“Very good.” Just then, the driver—the man Aeronwen had called Godfrey—came around and opened the door. “Go and wash, then change your clothing. Put on the finest outfit you have, then come back here. I will wait in the carriage for you.”

Jol cleared his throat. “It may take some time…”

The corner of Aeronwen’s mouth curled in a smirk. “I have things to occupy me,” the woman said, gesturing at her driver. “Godfrey?”

Without a word, the white-haired man reached into his vest. At first, Jol thought the book he pulled from his pocket was the same one he’d been reading as he sat at the front of the carriage. Then he noticed the cover was different, and that the binding was a completely different color.

“Thank you,” Aeronwen said, opening the book on her knee. “We’ll be here, Master Rivers. Take your time.”

There was little else to say. Jol started for his cottage.

Suddenly Aeronwen’s voice stopped him. “Oh, and Jol?”

He turned. The woman looked like she’d just had a wicked idea.

“If you have any of your old military uniforms, you should incorporate one into your attire,” she said, nibbling her bottom lip like she was already picturing the look on Mayor Lutz’s face. “Not even the fanciest of Imperial functionaries could look down on the dress uniform of a man who’d served in the Expeditionary Force…”

Suddenly, Jol laughed along with her. That really was a fun idea.

He stalked off to the cabin, leaving the little box with the lion’s head knocker in the carriage for now. He had a feeling tonight was going to be a truly memorable evening.
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“I must say,” Aeronwen drawled. “You clean up well, Master Rivers.”

Jol had chosen not to wear his dress uniform after all. After stripping off his filthy blacksmith’s attire, washing up, and shaving, he’d found that his old military jacket from the Expeditionary Force no longer fit the muscled arms and shoulders he’d built from long hours at the forge. Only one fine set of clothing hung in his closet: a black, tailored set with a velvet-lined vest, given to him in trade by the local weaver when she’d had no coin to reimburse him for the repairs he’d made to her loom. He’d never taken it out, intending only to wear it at a wedding or a funeral.

Which one tonight was going to be was a question that still loomed large in his mind.

The carriage rumbled gently as Godfrey led it through the village square. Their process felt slower than it had on the way to Jol’s cottage: with the day lengthening, the streets of Littlereach were filled with villagers, traveling to and fro on their nightly errands. Peasant women shopped for food and household goods; single men still covered in sweat from the fields hit the taverns and bars to drink another day’s toil and worry away. The pious traveled to the church for the nightly services, though there were few devout enough to attend in the middle of the week.

“Thank you,” Jol said, meeting the woman’s gaze with a smile. “It’s been a long time since I’ve had cause to trim my whiskers or splash on a bit of cologne.”

The carriage turned a corner as he spoke. Aeronwen shifted in her seat, the book she’d set beside her on the bench falling to the plush floor. She moved to reach for it then thought better of it, and allowed it to rest next to the azure sack she’d set down at some point while Jol was gone.

“Surely you jest!” Aeronwen said.

Jol didn’t understand. “Hmm?”

“Even in a town as small as Littlereach, there must be no end of lonely women,” the blue-garbed woman explained. “I would expect a man of your caliber to have his dance card filled every tenthday, Master Rivers, whether you wanted it that way or not.”

He couldn’t help but snicker at that. Aeronwen’s words weren’t far off from the truth—when he’d first come to Littlereach, his dark looks and his muscles had engendered much comment among the widows and unmarried women of the community. A great deal of the initial trade he’d had after his opening his forge had come from these women, who’d frequently asked for frivolous, unnecessary items then come to his forge nearly every day with ‘questions’ about the work.

The memory made him laugh. “Ah, it used to be,” he admitted with a sheepish grin.

Aeronwen’s eyes narrowed. “So what happened?” she whispered, cocking her head to the side a bit. “Did none of Littlereach’s women meet with the lofty standards of Jol Rivers?”

That part of the memory stung a bit. “Could never make it work,” he said, hoping the smile on his face took some of the pain out of his voice.

Aeronwen blinked. “Were they not trying?” she blurted.

Now that was a compliment. The Woman in Blue found it impossible to believe some pretty young thing who’d lost her first husband in the war hadn’t snatched Jol up as her second, implying he was an extremely hot commodity. To be fair, in Littlereach, he was.

“It wasn’t their fault,” Jol said, looking out the window as the carriage rolled past the church. “I’m not an easy man to be with.”

“Set in your ways?” Aeronwen asked.

The doors of the church opened, and the priest bid the worshippers waiting outside to enter with a joyous expression. Jol watched them filing inside as the carriage rolled past, well on its way to the mayor’s mansion.

He shook his head. “I carry scars,” he muttered, his voice so quiet that Aeronwen wouldn’t have been able to hear it out on the street. “And not the kind that are visible on the outside.”

Aeronwen’s face filled with sympathy. “I’m sorry to hear it,” she said, sounding as if she meant it. “It’s not easy, having seen war. The battlefield stays with you long after the fighting is done.”

Something about the way she said it made Jol perk up. “You sound as if you’ve seen combat yourself, Aeronwen.”

The woman nodded slowly. “Aye. Most mages who have achieved my level have. Though I’m sure that fighting a man up close is different from battling from afar with spells.”

Jol was already shaking his head. “War is war,” he insisted.

But Aeronwen frowned. “The men and women I fought looked like nothing more than little dolls,” she said, bracing an arm against her knee. “Half the spells I cast in service of the Second Empire I never saw the result of—they were tossed over the walls of Tryst, during the siege.”

The name sent reverberations through the back of Jol’s mind. “A nasty business,” he whispered.

Aeronwen nodded. “I was spared the worst of it, thank the Gods,” she said, glancing out the window as the houses thinned out around them. “But still, it stuck with me. Still does from time to time.” Suddenly she brightened. “There are resources at the Lyceum. People who can aid you with those feelings, Jol.”

“Psychomancers?” he asked, nearly spitting the word out. A shudder passed through Jol’s body. “I’d rather take my chances, thanks.”

“Therapists,” Aeronwen insisted, shaking her head. “Non-magical. The Second Empire doesn’t allow Psychomancers to ply their trade on fellow mages.”

So it was said. But Jol and everyone else who’d ever been signed up to work for the Second Empire knew that was nothing but a convenient fiction. Psychomancers were some of the most fearsome weapons the Empire had in its repertoire. They were mages who specialized not in thunder or fire but in the mind. It was said they could generate hallucinations strong enough to incapacitate an entire squadron of warriors, or tinker with the thoughts of the high and mighty until the most powerful lord was little more than a puppet on a string, dancing to their tune.

As a result, there were strict rules on what Psychomancers could and could not do. Regarding the latter, using their powers on Imperial citizens was at the top of that list. It helped that there were so few of them: the Gods, in their no-doubt infinite wisdom, had made the most powerful class of mages the rarest type to be found in all the world.

But Jol had heard whispers. Even in the Expeditionary Force, it was said that suspected traitors to the crown were brought before a Psychomancer to have their minds delved and their true loyalties exposed. That each branch of the military had a secret Psychomancer in the ranks, to improve the morale of the crown’s fighting forces through their mental spells.

There were even paranoid fools who believed Emperor Willem himself to be a psychomancer in disguise. Jol didn’t believe that, but he did believe the rest of it. The Second Empire was never one to let any talents within its borders go to waste. Nor did it allow annoying things like morals to prevent them from doing what was right.

“If you say so,” Jol said, still distressed. “Are there psychomancers at the Lyceum right now, Aeronwen?”

A secretive smile spread across the blue-robed woman’s features. “Technically, that’s a state secret,” she said, leaning forward and putting her hand on his knee. “So if you were to hear a rumor from someone that we had, say, three magicians of that type in training at the Lyceum, I would be unable to confirm nor deny that rumor.”

She even winked at him as she said it. Clever girl, he thought.

“Madam?” The muffled voice of Godfrey sounded through the front window. “We’re nearly there.”

Aeronwen’s hand shot from Jol’s knee, as if she’d been caught with her hand in the cookie jar. “Very good!” the blue-robed woman said, leaning forward and sliding the window open. “Drop us off, then park somewhere nearby. I will signal you when we’re ready to leave.”

Jol wondered how she planned to do that, then remembered that this was a woman with powerful magic at her command. He doubted she’d have any trouble letting Godfrey know when it was time to bring the carriage around.

“Mayor Lutz is expecting you,” Aeronwen said as the carriage rose to the top of a small hill. “He won’t be expecting you to stay, but we’ll cross that bridge when we come to it. Regardless, the man won’t be able to say ‘no’ to an instructor of the Lyceum…”

Aeronwen trailed off. At the end of the lane lay Mayor Lutz’s manor.

Perhaps to a citizen of Keynes, it wouldn’t have looked like much. Three stories tall, with a wide porch surrounding three of its four walls, the mansion was easily the largest house in Littlereach. Jol had heard the mayor of Pendleton had taken one look at the place and demanded a house just like it; he could neither confirm nor deny such rumors. A pair of squat pillars braced a false front along the leeward face of the mansion—it was a very good thing they were fake, for had they been real the entire second floor would have crumbled from the shoddy construction. A dozen rooms with high, narrow windows spread along two wings from the front foyer, staring down at the humbler dwellings of Littlereach like eyes.

Aeronwen’s face gave no indication whether she was impressed or not.

No carriages clustered at the front of the building. The party would not be until dusk, which was still half an hour or so off. Other than Mayor Lutz and the servants, Jol and Aeronwen would have the place virtually all to themselves.

As if responding to his thought, the bell tower of the church erupted in a series of majestic peals. Services had just begun.

“Astounding they’re still calling the faithful in to worship with this event happening tonight,” Aeronwen mused. “One would think the fine citizens of Littlereach who’d been invited would have divided loyalties.”

By her smile, Jol knew she was joking. “None of Mayor Lutz’s friends are regular church patrons,” he said dryly. “Not that they’re friends, really. The man doesn’t have friends. Just cronies.”

“Why, Jol,” Aeronwen said, sitting back with a sly smile. “You really are beginning to open up to me, aren’t you?”

The blacksmith cleared his throat. He hadn’t meant to disparage the Mayor in front of such a fine lady. “I spoke out of turn,” he admitted, his gaze traveling back to the mansion. “My apologies.”

Aeronwen just laughed. “No apology necessary.”

A few servants moved back and forth across the porch, cleaning and getting things ready for the party. One or two of them looked up as the carriage approached, giving it looks of surprise that someone had showed up early, but no one looked particularly put out by their arrival.

As the carriage came to a stop, a washerwoman who’d been mopping the tiles stepped down the stairs and came to greet them.

“The gathering does not begin until sundown,” the servant said, making a series of apologetic gestures in the driver’s direction. “You’ll have to come back—”

With an impish grin, Aeronwen reached over and opened the carriage door. Chilly air blew into the interior, fluttering the pages of the book on the floor between their legs.

“Delivery for the Lord of the House!” Aeronwen called, deliberately mimicking a servant’s drawl.

Her voice caused quite a commotion. The servants who’d been busy cleaning and scrubbing all stopped what they were doing, staring openly at the fine carriage that had just arrived in their midst. Before Jol could stop her, Aeronwen scooted to the side along the bench and gave the door a gentle kick, opening it the rest of the way.

The Woman in Blue gestured to the lacquered box, then to Jol. She made a go on motion with her hands, grinning like she’d just played an exquisite practical joke.

Jol sighed and rolled his eyes. He was just going to have to go along with this.

“Thanks for the introduction,” he grumbled as he passed Aeronwen. He’d hoped to deliver the box to Mayor Lutz with a minimum of attention, but now everyone was going to make a great big fuss about it thanks to her.

Aeronwen winked. “Don’t pout,” she said, thrusting out her own bottom lip with a mischievous air. “I’m sure you’ll have an opportunity to put me in my place later, Master Rivers.”

Again, Jol could only stare.

“Come back to the carriage once you’re done,” the brown-haired woman insisted. “We’ll read until the other guests arrive.”

Jol paused, one leg out of the carriage. “I thought we were both going?”

Aeronwen shrugged. “As did I. But mingling with the servants would be too crass for the impression I wish to give.” She waved at him, wiggling her fingers. “See you soon!”

Great, Jol thought. He stepped out of the carriage, startling the poor washerwoman who’d been expecting to greet the fine lady inside of the vehicle who’d spoken. Jol vaguely recognized her; he thought she’d probably requested some form of smithing at his forge once upon a time. Or perhaps her husband had.

“Ah, Master Rivers!” the woman said, blinking in astonishment. “Yes, the Mayor did tell us to expect you! Right this way, please—we’re just finishing up the preparations for the party…”

The woman grinned at him as she ascended the steps. She glanced over her shoulder at him as she reached the top, as if she were trying to figure out whether or not he was staring at her. From the way her eyes sparkled, she hoped the answer was yes.

Ah, Jol thought, nearly missing a stair. Now he remembered where he’d seen this woman before. He had done some smithing for her: a decorative icon to be placed on the mantlepiece of her house, in memory of her departed husband. She’d been one of the ones who liked to remain around the forge at all hours, asking him questions about his life and inviting him to dinner.

He’d declined politely, and she’d taken it well, all things considered. He hadn’t been ready for anything serious. Even then, when she’d suggested a number of options that were anything but a serious commitment, he’d been forced to let her down gently.

How could he possibly explain? Jol was no invert: he’d known several in the Expeditionary Force, and he had no qualms with them, but he was a lover of women. It certainly wasn’t a lack of interest in clandestine meetings with the village’s widows that kept him from being the most able cocksman in all of Littlereach.

It was something else.

Jol hadn’t been lying to Aeronwen: he carried scars from his time in the Expeditionary Force. Some of them he carried on his body, and others—the much greater part of them—he carried on his soul. At times, he still woke up in the middle of the night from a dead slumber, his heart beating like a kettle drum as memories of some battlefield pounded against the interior of his skull.

At times, when he stumbled from half-remembered dreams of ancient ruins, it felt as if something old and hateful held him in his grip for tens of minutes before gradually deciding to let him go. Even in the middle of the day, in the midst of the soothing rhythm of hammer on anvil and iron in forge, the sky seemed to darken and rip him away from his waking life. Terrible feelings swept through him then, as if some capricious god might see fit to strike him down with a bolt of lightning at any moment.

How could Jol force any woman to deal with that?

So he turned down the widows of Littlereach. When the unmarried women gathered in the village square to trade gossip, there was much consternation and frustration around his constant bachelorhood, but he was in no mood to end it. The poor woman who’d share his bed would have to take too much upon her shoulders. He wouldn’t force another to share his burden.

The washerwoman did look inviting, though. The smile she gave him as she led him through the front door of the mayor’s manor and into the foyer might as well have been an open invitation. While the sport of trying to capture Jol Rivers and drag him into a wedding chapel might have died down a few months after he came to Littlereach, it was known that any woman who managed to bag the bachelor blacksmith would be the envy of all the peasant girls in the village.

Small wonder she tried her hardest to catch his attention as she called for the lord of the house. But just as Jol began to think how pleasant it would be to have a woman in his bed the last night he spent in it before the journey to Keynes, a door opened on the second floor.

“Is that the blacksmith?” The high-strung voice rang out through the foyer, shrill enough that the servants who’d heard it flinched away from the sound.

A figure rounded the balustrade and leaned over it, peering down from the second floor to the first. Even if the building had been on fire, Jol would have recognized Mayor Lutz anywhere.

The mayor of Littlereach was a portly man, as bald as an egg save for a fringe of scraggly white hair around the very back of his neck. A set of spectacles clung to the bridge of his nose, the lenses so small it seemed impossible that anyone should be able to see through them. He was already dressed for the party, in a red and gold doublet that made him look something like a circus conductor. It wasn’t a great look on him, but Mayor Lutz thought himself the height of fashion.

In his defense, the outlying villages shared in his delusion. Mayor Lutz’s outfits would have gotten him laughed out of any establishment in or near the Imperial center, but out here in the back of beyond, no one was the wiser as to the unfashionableness of his wardrobe. His bright, clashing colors seemed daring rather than foolish.

Jol lifted the lacquered box containing the lion’s head. “I’m here.”

A gleeful, almost childish smile spread across the Mayor’s face. “Jol Rivers!” the man cried, his fingers tightening on the banister. “My good man, you have no idea how glad I am to see you just now!”

Surprisingly, Jol found himself glad to see Mayor Lutz, too. Not that the mayor was a friend: he looked down on those of a lesser social status too much for the two of them to ever be comrades. But a few hours ago, Jol was despairing of ever completing his commission on time. Now he was holding the genuine article.

He’d have to thank Aeronwen later for her help.

The portly man took the stairs two at a time, shaking them with every step of his boots. “That damned Rafael!” the mayor swore. “Sent me a raven to brag about the new well in his village square, the same day he answered my invitation! Tells me the water is the clearest and the coldest to be found anywhere in the Eastern Reach!”

Jol nodded along blandly. Privately, he wondered if drinking water for the peasants wasn’t a better use of village money than a fancy door knocker. “It sounds like the man was trying to brag,” he said, keeping his voice neutral.

“Trying? The bastard succeeded!” Mayor Lutz’s hands balled into fists. “This party has to go off without a hitch, blacksmith. My status among the other village mayors is fading fast! Between this and the lad from McDowell’s Rest who was taken to the Lyceum to learn Psychomancy, Littlereach needs to get its wow back! I hope that door knocker you created for me has a little pizzazz!”

Pizzazz? Jol thought.

“I’m sure you’ll find it most pleasing,” Jol said, holding out the dark box. “Presented with my compliments, Mayor Lutz.”

The man practically tore the box open, like a child with a Yule present. As soon as the top was off, he pulled the lion’s head from inside and held it up to the light.

With Aeronwen’s help, he’d done an exquisite job. Jol didn’t like to judge his pieces against each other, but one look made it clear this was one of the highest quality works he’d ever produced. The lion head was so detailed that it almost looked alive, and the silvery circlet in the creature’s mouth was heavy enough to make a satisfying thwack against any wooden door.

Mayor Lutz stared at the door knocker in mute awe for a long moment. Then he turned and narrowed his eyes.

“It’s not a wolf.”

A wolf? Panic flared in Jol’s veins. He’d been told by Mayor Lutz’s man that the mayor wanted a door knocker in the shape of a lion’s head, delivered on the night of the party. Did he have it in writing?

With a start, he realized he did not. The contract had been entirely verbal, which meant it was Lutz’s word against his…

The Mayor started to chuckle. “Look at you!” he said, giving Jol a hearty slap on the back. “You look like you just shat yourself, lad! I’m joking, of course. A lion’s head—and a fearsome lion it is! The King of the Beasts!”

Oh Gods, Jol thought, relief washing through him in a flood. He didn’t mean it.

Mayor Lutz was still laughing, self-satisfied by his own joke. “This is fine work, Rivers. Fine work indeed! None of the other blacksmiths in the Eastern Reach can match your skill with a hammer and an anvil!”

High compliments, indeed. The knowledge that Lutz was only thinking of how his servant’s skill increased his personal glory blunted them less then Jol expected.

The mayor held up the lion’s head, gesturing at the front door. “We must install this right away!” The man said, looking around frantically. Before the guests arrive! Hurry, bring tools!”

In no time at all, the foyer was a flurry of activity. Someone brought a bag of tools from a rear chamber, and the implements were thrust into Jol’s hands. They looked inferior compared to the fine implements he expended so much care on back at the forge, but they would probably do the job.

“I want to see it for myself,” Mayor Lutz insisted. “Every important person in the Eastern Reach is going to be knocking at my door tonight. You only get one chance to make a first impression, blacksmith!”

Gods, but Mayor Lutz was high-strung. You’d think the man’s life or death depended on making a good showing of himself at the party tonight, rather than his social standing within the community.

Which wouldn’t greatly be impacted one way or the other by a fancy door knocker, in point of fact.

Jol headed back outside and got to work. The washerwoman stayed nearby, pursing her pouty lips and striking poses intended to catch his eye until Mayor Lutz’s neuroticism grew so strong he sent the servants inside. Compared to the work of forging the lion’s head, installing it upon the heavy wooden door was simple. It took perhaps ten minutes of hammering and affixing nails, and then the thing was done.

Mayor Lutz flittered about him like a brightly-colored butterfly as he installed the knocker. The man acted as if he were the one in charge of the installation rather than Jol, interjecting with inane comments every few moments.

“Hmm, shouldn’t it be a little to the left?” The man asked, his eyes bulging behind his lenses. “No, perhaps to the right! Oh, but shouldn’t it be closer to the ground? Lord Isrinhausen’s mistress is said to barely be five ells in height—I’d hate for even one guest to miss the splendor of my abode!”

“I’m sure Lord Isringhausen will knock at the door himself,” Jol replied, barely able to contain his laughter. Was Mayor Lutz really adding mistresses into his list of people to impress?

As he neared completion of the install, Jol risked a glance back down the front path. Aeronwen’s carriage waited a short distance away, stopped beneath the shade of a willow tree. The rounded window on the carriage’s side was open, and Aeronwen leaned upon it with her elbows on the sill.

She was smiling as she watched him.

She thinks this is all funny, Jol thought, convincing himself her attention was meant as gentle mockery. The problems of small town people don’t matter a whit to an instructor of the Empire’s Lyceum. This is just a pre-dinner show for her; a little appetizer before the main event…

So he told himself.

Yet that smile was only for him.

Jol was still thinking about that smile as he put the finishing touches on the lion’s head knocker. A servant brought a cloth and some oil, and by the time Jol was finished wiping away the evidence of the installation, the heavy iron knocker looked as if it had come included with the house. The metal shone from his attention, catching the fading rays of the early evening light.

Mayor Lutz whistled through his teeth. “That is impressive,” the man whispered, sounding surprised by his own reaction. “Excellent work, Master Rivers. You’ve really outdone yourself with this one.”

Jol looked at the lion’s head knocker as if seeing it for the first time. There was no enchantment upon the implement he’d created, yet it looked magical all the same. Perhaps there was some truth to what Aeronwen had been trying to tell him, after all…

Mayor Lutz’s hand came down on his shoulder. “I can’t help but notice you got yourself dressed up, Rivers,” the Mayor said, his eyes sparkling with mirth. “Thought you’d put on your best outfit before presenting your work to the Mayor, eh?”

Jol thought he knew where Mayor Lutz was going with this. If he was about to do what Jol thought he was going to do, then it would be hard to hold back his laughter.

“I see you,” Lutz said, a sly smile spreading across his face. “Your mayor is a clever man, blacksmith. I didn’t get to the top of society in the Eastern Reach by being a dummy. I know what your plan is!”

“My plan, sir?” Jol managed to ask.

The hand that had clapped him on the shoulder now gave him a good-natured thump on the back. “You came here hoping I’d take one look at you and decide to keep you around,” he said, examining the smoothness of Jol’s cheek. “You really do clean up nice, blacksmith. I’m surprised you haven’t settled down with one of our local ladies and pumped out a gaggle of children by now…”

Jol could hardly contain himself. The Mayor was doing exactly what he’d feared. Laughter bubbled in the back of his throat, and he restrained himself from it with an effort.

“Just never happened, sir,” he managed to grunt.

The Mayor’s smile widened. “Well, I do want you around tonight, blacksmith. These country bumpkins are sure to be suitably impressed by the work you’ve done on my manor. The problem is, some of them are so dull they’re likely to miss noticing it at all! But with you on hand to explain things—and to extol the virtues of your patron, of course—they’ll be sure to walk away knowing how impressive I am!”

“That’s… wow,” Jol said. He glanced over his shoulder at Aeronwen’s carriage, wondering if the blue-garbed woman already knew about all this. How deep did her rabbit hole go? “I, uh, appreciate it, Mayor Lutz…”

“Of course you do!” The man said. “It’s a high honor, Rivers. Not the sort of thing most commoners would expect. But I am, as ever, a magnanimous man!”

More like a megalomaniac, Jol thought. And an insecure one, to boot.

But of course he kept his thoughts to himself.

“Who knows?” Mayor Lutz asked, already sounding a little bored of Jol’s presence. “By the end of the night, there may be some noblewoman who decides to take a shine to you. If you play your cards right, blacksmith, this might be the day you finally join the upper echelon of high society…”

Aeronwen’s smiling face filled his mind. “I think you might be right,” he said.
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The party was even more ghastly than Jol feared.

After the business with the lion’s head door knocker, Jol had attempted to excuse himself from the manor and head back to Aeronwen’s carriage. Mayor Lutz wouldn’t hear a word of it. “You’re a guest!” Lutz insisted, passing him along to a butler with a permanent scowl and hair as dark as a river at midnight. “No, I’ll not have you wandering around Littlereach ruining your fine clothing, blacksmith. You’ll stay here until the party begins, then I’ll set you loose among the guests to show them your fine work!”

He’d tried to argue, but it was no use. Even more so than in the town proper, Mayor Lutz’s words had the force of command. Before he could slip away, the servants corralled him into an upstairs guest room, with nothing but a few dusty old tomes and a single window for company.

Through the window, he could see Aeronwen’s carriage resting beneath a tree. Her driver was nowhere to be seen, and the window she’d been peering at him through earlier had been closed. Was Aeronwen still inside, or had she retreated elsewhere to wait for the party to begin?

I wonder what she must think of me, Jol wondered, in a surly mood as he rested on the guest bed. Surely she knows I didn’t remain in Mayor Lutz’s home of my own volition?

A part of him worried the woman might see this as some sort of escape attempt. He resolved to explain everything to her once she showed up—which ought to be soon.

As the sun set over the horizon, more carts arrived. The gentry of the outlying villages traveled in style—or at least in such style as their meager appointments allowed. From Jol’s position at the window, the carriages of the ruling class resembled a squabbling bunch of chickens in a farmer’s yard, fighting over a handful of feed. Everyone wanted to look the best, to gain the most attention. To stand out.

Jol had spent the last few years of his life trying as hard as he could not to stand out. He’d entered the Emperor’s service as a boy; leaving it as a man, his life was different in ways he never could have anticipated. It would be wrong to say he regretted the Expeditionary Force: he felt very strongly that it had made him a better person than he would have been without it.

Some of the memories, though, he’d have been better off without.

These days, it confused him to see people jockeying for position and status. Where Jol came from, those who stood out were not rewarded. They were either given more work as a consequence, or noticed by the enemy and slaughtered. Even before then, back in the little thatched hut on the edge of his home village, it was better for children to be seen rather than heard…

No point in dwelling on that, he told himself with a shudder. There’s a reason I lied about my age in order to join the Expeditionary Forces two years early, after all.

Jol rarely had an opportunity like this—a chance to simply sit down and think, rather than working endlessly. He found he wasn’t sure whether he liked it or not. Perhaps it was better to remain busy, and keep the demons at bay.

As the last rays of the sun faded over the horizon, a knock at the door startled Jol from his reverie. “Master blacksmith?” a muffled voice asked.

“I’m here,” Jol grunted, shaking himself out of his trance. “Enter.”

It was the scowling servant from earlier. “You are wanted downstairs,” the man said, looking supremely unhappy about it. “Mayor Lutz wishes for you to mingle with the other guests.”

Mingle. Well, he could certainly do that. He could mingle with the best of them.

“Thanks,” he said, stepping out into the hallway. Beyond it lay the staircase leading down to the first floor, where he could already hear the sounds of guests being feted. But the servant stood in his way.

“Before you go,” the man said, still scowling, “you must be aware of your position here tonight.”

Jol paused. What was this man’s aim?

“You are not a guest of Mayor Lutz,” the butler said, his scowl deepening. “You are here to perform a service, no different than the service you completed when you forged the door knocker for the Mayor. This party is a part of that service—an extension of it.”

Jol’s hackles rose. He’d rarely experienced such rudeness before.

“And what is that service?” he asked, matching the man’s brusqueness with his own.

A cruel sneer cut through the servant’s scowl. “The same service as all of us,” he said, as if Jol were stupid for not seeing it. “To make our Master look good.”

To extol the virtues of the fine craftsmanship, in other words. And to make sure that everyone else saw it, and knew who’d commissioned it.

Jol wondered if the man had been ordered by Mayor Lutz to give this speech, or if he was doing it on his own accord. Something told him it was the latter. The servant seemed like the kind of man to put someone else down just because he could get away with it.

“Very well,” Jol grunted, his eyes narrowing. “Anything else?”

Perhaps the man hadn’t expected Jol’s reaction. He took a step backwards, his eyes widening with surprise at the sheer anger and arrogance in the blacksmith’s tone. For a moment, he looked to have been thrown off balance, but swiftly recovered.

“Just that you do nothing to embarrass our master,” the servant said, his scowl returning with a vengeance. “You’ve been allowed to enter his sanctum, but that does not make you an equal. Remember that.”

“As if you’d ever let me forget,” Jol said dryly. “Step aside, servant. The blacksmith has a job to do.”

The man moved to the side, a chuckle escaping him as Jol reached the top of the stairs. He turned around, but the servant was already gone, slithering away like a snake.

Good riddance, Jol thought.

The party was already in full swing by the time he reached the foyer. Men and women in various shades of drunkenness weaved across the floor, chatting and gossiping and even occasionally dancing. Servants moved to and fro with refreshments. None of them wore the scowl he’d seen earlier, for which he was grateful.

His gaze raked the crowd, searching for Aeronwen. Surely by now the Woman in Blue would have joined the party, if only in the hopes of locating him. But she was nowhere to be seen. Where had she gone?

His pausing near the bottom of the stairs brought attention to him from a few partygoers. A knot of them lingered on the party’s periphery, clustered around Mayor Lutz himself as the man held court. The portly Mayor looked to be well in his cups already, which made Jol wonder if he’d imbibed a few drinks before everyone else arrived.

“Ah, there he is!” When he was drunk, Mayor Lutz had a voice like a bellowing boar. “Master blacksmith! Come here!”

Jol kept the grimace off his face and went over. He did not belong among these people. He felt like a fish out of water as he forced a pleasant expression and sidled into Mayor Lutz’s entourage. People with faces he did not recognize from villages he did not know the names of moved to the side to give him space to enter the conversation. They wore bemused expressions, as if he were some trained seal the Mayor was having perform a trick in their presence.

“I’m here,” he said, glancing around the room. “Would any of you happen to have seen a woman all dressed in blue...?”

Mayor Lutz either didn’t hear him or didn’t care. “Tell these fine people about the item they used to gain entry to my shindig this evening!” the man roared, his voice slurring gently with drunkenness. “Every one of them touched that lion head door knocker you made for me, Mr. Rivers. They’ve never seen such finery, eh?”

None of the people standing around the Mayor looked impressed. It struck Jol that his finest clothing was not all that far off from what the ‘high class’ people of the outlying villages wore. Their clothes were of muted colors, unlike the Mayor’s frippery, and cut conservatively in style.

He supposed it made sense, since they were expected to travel in the outfits. It made him wonder what this party would look like if held in a different village from his own.

“It’s a one of a kind piece,” Jol said, managing to smile. “You should be very proud of it, Mayor Lutz…”

“Oh of course, I am, I am!” The Mayor threw his arm around Jol—a gesture of familiarity he certainly had not earned—and chortled even harder. Jol could smell something sour issuing from the man’s mouth, and realized that Lutz was very deep into his cups, indeed. “Well water is perfectly reasonable to spend one’s money on, but there’s nothing that can beat the finer things in life!”

The Mayor looked around, seeking the well-builder he’d disparaged earlier. The man was nowhere to be found, which deepened Lutz’s frown.

“Yes, finery…” he said, trailing off. “Good thing I have such a skilled artisan as Master Rivers to provide for the house of Lutz! You know he was of great service to the Second Empire in his youth, back in the Expeditionary Force—”

“I really must go,” Jol said, the words leaving him before he could stop himself. That part of his life was something he clutched tightly to himself, rarely letting others in. For Mayor Lutz to trample all over his service was a level of disrespect the man couldn’t bear himself to tolerate. “I will speak with you later, Mayor—”

The arm around his shoulders pressed down harder. “Where are you going?” Lutz slurred, shaking his head. “Oh, I see. Ready to see if the other Mayors’ wives are looking for a little extracurricular activity?”

Gasps greeted this pronouncement. One of them was Jol’s—what had come over Mayor Lutz? He knew the man liked his drink, but he seemed so out of sorts that there had to be something wrong.

He was a boor, certainly, but this level of rudeness seemed beneath even him.

“I am here at the behest of someone,” Jol explained quickly. If only Aeronwen were here, it would have given him a convenient excuse to slip from the conversation. “A woman in a blue dress, with a blue veil. She may have introduced herself to you already…”

“What?” Mayor Lutz stared at him, the gears turning slowly behind his eyes. “I’m the one who invited you to this shindig, Rivers. You’re here because of me, lad!”

A finger poked Jol in the chest. He hadn’t been called lad in a very long time—and the people who’d done it were better men than Mayor Lutz would ever be. Though he’d never expected the leader of Littlereach to be this bad.

“Begging your pardon,” Jol said. “But I was actually invited to this gathering before you extended your personal invitation, my lord.”

He looked around at the other people surrounding them, as if one of them might step in and save him from this awkward unpleasantness. Unfortunately, none of the other nobles seemed willing. If anything, they looked pleased by the way Mayor Lutz was embarrassing himself.

Almost a little too pleased, now that he noticed it.

A flash of insight struck him. He leaned over and snatched the half-empty cup out of the Mayor’s hand, though he did not drink from it. Instead, he lifted it to his nose and sniffed, seeking anything out of place about the liquor the leader of Littlereach drank.

The smell of good beer filled his nostrils. For a moment it was nothing more than the scent he knew well from the great room of the Black Hand Tavern. Then a new note hit his nostrils, and he wrinkled his nose with alarm.

“There’s wormwood in this,” he proclaimed, so shocked that he forgot to be discreet. “Mayor Lutz, were you aware of what you were drinking?”

From the look on his face, Mayor Lutz had no idea. “Hmm?” he snorted, looking like he still wanted to be offended about Jol correcting him. “I have no idea what you’re talking about, blacksmith. Here, give me that…”

Jol did not give the cup back to the Mayor. Instead, thinking fast, he tipped the cup over and spilled its contents on the rug.

The expressions of the nobles standing near him curdled. Jol was sure it had nothing to do with the stain spreading across the rug, and everything to do with what he’d just discovered.

“Give me that,” Jol hissed, reaching for another noble’s drink. There was still the scant possibility that this hadn’t been targeted—that some fool had mislabeled a barrel, or that a batch of the brewer’s swill had been adulterated somehow without his knowledge.

If that were the case, everyone’s drink would be the same.

“Don’t touch me, you cur!” the nobleman shrieked. But the man was thin and reedy, and when Jol grabbed the cup in a muscled fist he let it go and shrank backwards, as if already fearful of what the blacksmith was going to discover.

He took a tentative sniff. The beer smelled fine.

Just to be sure, Jol tasted it. The brew was frothy, a little less hoppy than the brewer’s usual fare. No trace of wormwood danced in the liquid, and the burn that filled the back of his throat was both familiar and pleasant.

“Thought so,” Jol grunted, setting the cup on a nearby shelf. “Mayor Lutz, you’ve been poisoned. Someone at this party has been spiking your drinks.”

Jol watched as every phase of disbelief flickered across the bald man’s face. “What? But I… they…”

Guilty looks flickered among the crowd. Jol wasn’t sure who had planned this, this embarrassment to Mayor Lutz. But there was one thing he knew for certain.

Every noble who’d eagerly clustered around the Mayor of Littlereach knew about his downfall, and all of them had been looking forward to watching it themselves.

The Mayor’s face turned red. “You bastards!” he snarled, pointing an accusing finger at the nearest noble. “How dare you come into my house and poison me? I’ll have your heads for this!”

It was as if someone had tossed a bomb into the middle of the room. Half a dozen conversations stopped dead in their tracks; every person turned and stared at Mayor Lutz, and by extension, Jol. Disbelieving looks filled the faces of the fine people who’d been invited to Littlereach. From some corner of the room, a woman began to laugh.

“Treachery! Treachery and murder!” Mayor Lutz was getting up a good froth now; once the man let his rage flow, he really knew how to bellow like a wounded animal. “I’ll find out which one of you did this! You’ll never leave Littlereach alive—I’ll put your head on a pike by the village gates, so that the other nobles of the Eastern Reach know what happens to those who strike at the house of Lutz…”

This was beginning to get out of control. Nobles looked offended; if Lutz was allowed to rant much further, there were going to be half a dozen nobles challenging him to a duel to restore their honor. Already, the hungrier of the other Mayors looked to be sharpening their mental knives.

Jol made a snap decision. Finding Aeronwen could wait—this needed to be dealt with, and now.

“Come along,” he grunted, grabbing the Mayor by the back of his collar. “I’m taking you to your chambers.”

The man didn’t move. “What? What are you doing, Rivers? Unhand me, you… you commoner…”

Jol had no time for the man’s insults. They had no effect, anyway: for he was a commoner. For tonight, at least, he was proud of it.

He leaned in and dropped his voice. “If you don’t shut up and get behind a locked door, you’re not going to live to see the sunrise. Can’t you see that you’ve surrounded yourself with your worst enemies, you damned fool? You’ve let them into your home!”

The Mayor’s eyes widened. Something clicked inside of him, and Jol knew he was seeing the crowd with the clearest eyes he’d had all day.

“I… I am unwell,” he grunted, swaying on his feet. Whatever had been added to his drink was truly taking hold now—the poor man looked as if he could barely stay upright. “Master Blacksmith, if you would be so kind as to guide me to my chambers…”

Jol nodded.

It was less guiding than it was carrying. By the time they reached the stairs, Mayor Lutz was so out of it the man was barely aware of what year it was, much less how to put one foot in front of the other. Whispered voices of concern echoed behind Jol, but far more numerous were the people gossiping and joking about what an ass Mayor Lutz had made out of himself.

Jol just hoped this was strong alcohol, and not poison. If the Mayor keeled over dead, he was going to have a very large problem on his hands.

Somehow he managed to maneuver Mayor Lutz up the stairs and into the second floor hallway. He never stopped ranting and raving, even as his legs turned to noodles beneath him, though his promises of drawing and quartering those who’d dare harm him had gone mercifully quiet since he realized how much danger he was in.

“What a mess,” Jol whispered, putting an arm around the Mayor’s waist as he walked. “If only Aeronwen were here. She could probably have you right as rain with a quick spell, get you back on your feet again…”

Once the Mayor was safely in his quarters, Jol resolved to find Aeronwen. Whatever poison this was in Lutz’s system, she would be able to tell and find a cure for it.

Perhaps the party will have broken up without the Mayor there to run it, he thought, finding himself somewhat cheered by the thought. It would be nice of all those nobles to get back in their carriages and travel to their own villages…

Jol turned the corner. The Mayor’s suite lay at the end of the hallway, along the eastern wall of the mansion. A guard stood next to the entrance, slumped against the wall, snoozing gently.

“Hey,” Jol said, lifting his voice as he struggled to guide the Mayor. “Hey, you! Get up and help me carry him!”

The guard did not stir. Damn it, why did everything have to be so hard?

Jol swore. He yelled once more, trying to wake the guard from his slumber.

Then he noticed the little cup sitting on the carpet.

With a groan, Jol lowered the Mayor to the floor and raced to the guard’s side. The man was alive, but his sleep was so deep that he doubted a passing griffon would have been able to wake the man. The cup on the floor stank of the same mixture he’d smelled in Mayor Lutz’s cup—so much of it that he wondered how anyone could drink it without detecting that strange, spicy flavor.

“Hell,” Jol grunted, shaking the guard to no avail. “Something strange is going on here…”

He turned around.

A figure stood over Mayor Lutz, peering into the comatose man’s face.

Jol nearly sprang out of his skin before he realized who he was looking at. It was the servant from earlier—the man with the scowl and the demands that he remember his place during the party. His scowl looked as deep as ever as he regarded his drunken master, his dark hair falling to his shoulders.

“What happened?” the servant rasped, glancing over at Jol.

Jol had never thought he’d be so happy to see such a rude person. “Something strange is happening,” he said, leaving the guard’s side and going to the servant. “A number of the drinks at this function have been poisoned—with wormwood, perhaps, though I’m not certain if that was the only culprit. Mayor Lutz was addled by the brew, and it seems the guards have been affected as well.”

The servant nodded slowly. “He’s alive,” he grunted, nudging his Master.

Jol let out a sigh. “Yes, he is,” he said, grateful to have help even if it was the man who’d been an ass to him earlier. “The guard is as well, but we’re going to need to get them help. There’s a woman who might be able to—”

The servant drew a black blade from the inside of his vest. “He’s alive,” he said, his scowl turning to a smile as he glanced over at Jol. “That’s going to be a problem.”

Everything shifted. Jol realized he’d greatly misjudged this situation.

“It was you,” he hissed, a cold fury building within him. “You poisoned the drinks.”

The servant nodded. “Oh yes.”

Jol’s lips peeled back over his teeth. “Who put you up to it?” he demanded. Once this was all over, there would be questions asked by the village council. Lutz would want to know, if nothing else—assuming the man survived, he’d be positively mad to know who’d attempted to assassinate him. “Which one of the village’s nobles paid you to do this?”

But the servant was already shaking his head. “No nobles,” he said, as if he was mildly offended at Jol for even asking. “I serve a higher authority.”

Before he could ask another question, the dark-haired man leaned forward and kissed his blade.

“Hail the Autarch,” he whispered.

Then he stabbed the blade at Mayor Lutz’s heart.

Jol was already in motion. With a speed he hadn’t realized he’d still possessed, he shot across the hallway and slammed his shoulder into the servant’s chest. The man’s grip slipped on the dagger, and the point that had been aimed for Lutz’s heart stabbed instead into the meat of his shoulder. The Mayor of Littlereach cried out in his stupor, weakly grasping the hilt of the knife in pain and confusion.

Then Jol and the servant were rolling across the carpet.

The man clawed at Jol’s face, searching for his eyes. Jol grimaced, leaned back and headbutted the fellow directly in the nose. He heard the satisfying crunch of bone and was rewarded with a strangled shriek.

This was the sort of fighting he remembered. The history books made battles sound like calm, orderly things—like a grown up version of children’s games, with great numbers of soldiers moving back and forth across a board as territory switched hands.

But on every battlefield Jol had ever seen, there came a point where order broke down. Where one conflict devolved into a thousand, a frenzied melee of men scrabbling in the dirt trying to kill the other guy before he could kill you.

In a way, the fight for his life was like seeing an old friend.

The servant got a hand free and drew another dagger from his vest. Blood streamed from his nose, tears blurring his vision, yet the man’s strike was so ferocious that he nearly split Jol in two. Only quick thinking saved the blacksmith; he grabbed the servant and rolled, adding onto the momentum they’d already gained from spilling across the carpet.

In one moment, Jol was atop the servant. Then the servant was above Jol, straddling him with the dagger held above his head.

The man made as if to strike, but froze all of a sudden. The sound of a scream echoed from downstairs, followed by several more on its heels. A vicious smirk spread across his face.

“You hear that, blacksmith?” the servant chuckled, peering down at his prone foe. “It’s already happening. No one can stop what is coming! The cities of men shall burn, and the Unopened Eye shall peer deep into the hearts of the wicked and deliver them to their judgment—”

The servant let out a little urk as Jol’s dagger took him through the throat.

He hadn’t realized the blacksmith was armed. He should have known; Jol never went anywhere without his twin daggers, not since leaving the Expeditionary Force. Prudence had forced him to stash one in each boot before Mayor Lutz’s party; he’d grabbed it and drew while the man ranted about his God.

“First rule of war,” he rasped. “When you get a man down, you shut your mouth and kill the fellow. You can monologue all you want once he’s dead.”

The servant already was. His eyes rolled into his head as Jol shoved him to the side, depositing him on the carpet. A pool of blood slowly spread around his body, but he was still.

Mayor Lutz was awake. The man stared numbly at the dead servant, his eyes filled with drugged confusion. “Who… what on Earth is going on…?”

Another scream.

“Stay here,” Jol said, climbing to his feet. He pulled the dagger from the dead man’s throat and wiped it on his pant leg, wincing when he realized what he’d done to the fine fabric. Oh well. “I’m going to go see what’s happening.”

Before Mayor Lutz could stop him, Jol raced down the stairs.

Hopefully he would be in time to stop whatever calamity was already in motion.
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Jol had seen many strange things during his time with the Expeditionary Force. But the scene at the bottom of the stairs in Mayor Lutz’s mansion might have been the strangest of them all.

It looked as if Hell itself had been opened and spilled out upon the party. Nobles laid on the floor in pools of blood, claw marks on their throats and chests as they bled and died. The few left in the chamber were running for their lives, while all around danced dark-skinned creatures that looked as if they’d walked out of a nightmare. Beady red eyes stared from a gray face, with skin of overlapping plates like a set of Imperial armor. Short horns extended from their heads, and other than the plates they wore no clothing to speak of. They appeared to have no gender.

Inhumi, Jol thought, his eyes nearly falling from their sockets. Here? In Littlereach?

He’d heard of them, of course. The citizens of the Second Empire spoke of the inhumi in hushed whispers, with the fear of those who dared not attract their ire. Elderly women in any village north or south warned young children to be good to their parents, lest the inhumi sneak into their room in the middle of the night and snatch them away to their dark, underground kingdom. That part was superstitious nonsense, at least—inhumi did not live under the ground. They were found only in the Heathen North, far beyond the borders of the Second Empire.

Except not. Because they were here.

Rampaging.

Killing.

One of the creatures looked up and caught sight of Jol. A high-pitched wail escaped from its throat, and a tongue like an unfurled flag waggled from its hideous mouth. A row of sharp, white teeth caught the light and shone as the creature flung itself at the stairs, eager for his blood.

There was no time for fear, or for courage. Things like that came later, when a person had the time to process and understand what was happening to them. In that moment, the only thing Jol knew was that he’d stumbled into a nest of monsters, and now he was going to have to fight for his life.

The inhumi took the stairs two at a time, cackling like an overfed child. Jol used the moment of respite to draw his other knife from his boot. The twin daggers were as gray as the inhumi’s skin. There was an intricate design of spirals carved into the blades’ steel as if with a pen with the smallest, finest tip the scholars could muster.

Those daggers were his pride and joy. They’d protected him during any number of missions with the Expeditionary Force. And, Gods willing, they’d protect him now.

With a roar, he swung at the inhumi.

The creature was fast, but Jol was even faster. It ducked his first swipe, moving in to claw at his exposed flank, only to find steel waiting for it before it could strike the first blow. Jol swung with the second dagger held crosswise, in a reverse grip, and the point of the steel punctured the spot between two of the inhumi’s plates and sunk into the flesh beneath.

An inhuman howl split the ballroom. Jol stabbed upwards, digging the dagger in deeper, and something deep within the inhumi snapped. The creature slumped over, as dead as a stone.

Jol kicked it down the stairs, already on the move.

The thought of actually fighting these monsters didn’t really occur to him. Even if each of the inhumi were as individually as weak as the one he’d just slain, he was greatly outnumbered—there had to be over a dozen of the creatures in the front room, more than enough to surround him and make mincemeat out of him. The shouts and screams from outside told him there were likely even more monsters waiting in the village proper, too.

He had to get away.

Instead of charging down into the fracas, Jol retreated upwards. The body of the inhumi hit the floor with a dull thud, prompting four more of the creatures to notice what had just happened. They shared a high-pitched, offended scream and abandoned their kills, heading for the stairs.

Jol ran.

He took the stairs two at a time, reaching the second floor landing and sprinting the direction he came. The body of the servant who’d whispered about the Autarch lay across the carpet, and Mayor Lutz had evidently recovered well enough to be standing over the fallen assassin. The man stared at his former butler like he couldn’t believe his eyes, a shirt tied hastily around his shoulder. The dagger that had stabbed him was nowhere to be seen.

“Blacksmith?” Mayor Lutz’s eyes looked a little filmy, but he’d lost some of that drugged look he’d had before the scowling man attacked. “What in bloody hell is happening in my house? Someone killed one of my servants—”

“No time,” Jol said, not pausing in his stride. “Get in your room, now!”

Whether it was the dead man at his feet or the tone of command in Jol’s voice, the Mayor didn’t argue. He sprang for the door to his bedroom and flung it open, slamming it behind him as he disappeared into the darkness. Jol heard the sound of the door locking from the other side and prayed it would be enough to save Lutz’s life.

The Mayor had hardly disappeared when four inhumi barreled around the corner. They spared a quick glance at the dead man on the floor then advanced on Jol, hissing and spitting.

The Mayor’s room was a bust. Jol raced down the hall, seeking the little guest bedroom where he’d been held against his will by the mayor’s servants. The inhumi followed, neither gaining ground on him nor falling behind.

Jol was reminded of a cat playing with a mouse. These creatures thought they had him, that there was no escape, and that meant they were in no hurry to kill him. Gods, these things had fun with the poor souls they devoured…

The bedroom door lay open a crack. Jol opened it then kicked it closed behind him, searching for something to barricade the room with. He grabbed a dresser and dragged it across the door frame as the sound of the inhumi grew closer. It wouldn’t hold for long, but he didn’t need it to.

Jol raced to the window. The panel refused to open, so with a wince he reared back and kicked it square in the middle of the pane. The sound of broken glass filled the room like a firework, and he had to fight to keep from covering his ears. A few more swift kicks sent the rest of the glass to the floor, leaving an open drop to the yard below.

It was a long fall. Long enough that Jol hesitated at the window, unsure as to whether or not the drop would incapacitate him badly enough to hinder his escape.

The door shook on its hinges. Something punched it from the other side hard enough that the wood splintered, revealing a sliver of the hallway behind it. Glowing red eyes shone through the crack, and the room filled with the sound of demonic chortling.

Fuck. No turning back now.

Jol leapt from the window, aiming for a sloped section of the lawn to land on.

Experience had taught him the best way to keep from breaking a bone on landing was to roll with the momentum of your fall. The impact shook his spine and knocked the wind out of him, and he slid down the slope a short distance before tumbling into some brambles.

Nothing seemed broken, though. He forced himself to his feet through the pain and hobbled around the building, heading to the front.

Behind him, the inhumi hissed and howled. The creatures hadn’t realized he’d jumped yet—they were busy tearing apart the bedroom he’d just fled, ripping open the closets and shredding to the mattress to locate any hiding place he might be using. By the time the creatures realized they’d been had, Jol would be out of their view.

So why run to the front?

Prudence dictated he make for the woods. The farmers’ fields to the south would be no use; they provided too scanty a cover to hide in, and the farmhouses themselves had probably been barricaded the moment their owners sensed danger. The eastern woods stretched for leagues, with plenty of dark, quiet places for a man to lay down and be forgotten by the world for a time.

But Jol did not run for the woods. His mind filled with a single image, flashing over and over again as he hobbled in the shadow of the mansion.

Aeronwen’s carriage, sitting beneath a tree barely a stone’s throw away from the front of the mansion.

He had to save her.

Jol rounded the corner with both daggers in hand, bellowing like a dragon. The front of the mansion was an even more chaotic scene than the ballroom itself. The nobles who’d fled Lutz’s mansion had all ended up here, and they were trying to escape in their carriages before the inhumi slew and ate them.

A few had made it, their bedraggled vehicles far off in the distance as their drivers whipped their horses as hard as they could go. But the vast majority had not. To his left, a handful of nobles hid inside of a carriage under assault by a half-dozen gray-skinned creatures, cowering as they toyed with the people inside like children tapping a goldfish bowl. To his right, a mass of bodies clustered around the steps leading from the front gate, the fallen feasted upon by the inhumi. The lion’s head door knocker Mayor Lutz had been so proud of only a few hours before was now stained and covered in blood.

Jol’s heart sank into his stomach. Was that a wisp of blue fabric he spied in the pile of bodies?

No, it couldn’t be. He refused to believe it.

Still, he found himself advancing almost without thought. His daggers twirled in his hands, and a vicious smile spread across his face. The inhumi continued eating, happily oblivious to the intruder in their midst.

Then he struck.

“Get off of them!” he shouted, slashing one of the creatures across the throat. No plate of gray armor protected the inhumi’s vitals: the steel bit into its flesh, opening it from ear to ear. As it tumbled, the other feasting demons looked up from their kill, stunned.

“Leave them be!” Disgust twisted Jol’s features. These monsters were eating the dead! Defiling them! Violating them in death! “Filth! Abomination!”

He was no great lover of religion, but at that moment Jol felt himself possessed with an almost holy fervor. He moved among the inhumi like a man possessed, striking them wherever an opening presented itself in their armor plates. Two fell, then three, the remainder falling back to regroup and attack him from all sides at once.

Jol barely noticed. There were tears in his eyes as he ascended the steps.

All he could see was that scrap of blue fabric. It was Aeronwen’s veil. He knew it.

He grabbed at it, fearful of what he’d see underneath. Behind the silk fabric lay a face, frozen in horror at the moment of death. The woman’s eyes were open, though they’d already begun to mist over—their piercing blue could only belong to one of the noblewomen who’d come to see Mayor Lutz’s grand party.

Blue, Jol realized. Not brown. The hair isn’t brown either, this woman is blonde.

It wasn’t Aeronwen. This wasn’t her veil.

“Blacksmith!” a voice roared. “Get down!”

Jol looked up to see an inhumi in mid-pounce, leaping up the stairs with its claws extended. Resisting the urge to draw his dagger, Jol hit the deck, flattening himself against the bloody stone.

His ears popped, filling his head with a muffled sound like he’d suddenly been thrust underwater. It only lasted a moment, accompanied by the briefest of flashes.

The inhumi exploded.

Jol watched it burst like an overripe fruit, his nostrils flaring with shock. What on Earth…?

A white-haired man stood a short distance away from the steps with a bow in his hand. Jol recognized him—it was Aeronwen’s driver, the spry old man she’d referred to as Godfrey. The bow he held was bereft of arrows, and no quiver rested on his back, yet he looked as if he’d been fighting for some time.

“Come to me!” the man barked, as commanding as a general on a battlefield. “There’s more of the fiends, blacksmith!”

With a start, Jol realized the man was right. The inhumi who’d shrank away before were regrouping, drafting their friends who’d been harassing the nobles in the carriage. A dozen of the beasts were now working in concert, forming a circle around Jol. He knew how quickly that circle would tighten, until there was nothing left for him but a twelve on one fight.

Jol ran.

One of the creatures jumped at him from the left. Jol struck out with a dagger and hit a lucky blow, sinking the steel into the creature’s throat, but the force of the impact wrenched the weapon out of his hand, leaving him with only a single blade for self-defense. He watched the creature fall, making a mental note of where it landed for later, then lowered his head and charged Aeronwen’s carriage.

Another beast moved in from the right. Godfrey pulled back his bow string, whispering a word that slid along the edge of Jol’s consciousness without ever being heard by his ears. A white arrow made of mist and fog coalesced across the string, and the white-haired man took aim and fired.

Again all the sound was sucked out of the world. Jol was flung to the side as the arrow exploded, taking two of the inhumi with it. He stumbled, one elbow raking the muddy ground, then he was up and running once more.

Somehow he made it to the carriage. The door was open, forming a kind of makeshift shield between Godfrey and the inhumi spilling from the Mayor’s mansion. The creatures howled and sniffed, but they didn’t charge. Something about that uncanny bow held them back.

“Thought you were done for, blacksmith,” the white-haired man said with a glance at Jol. “Good to see you made it out of there.”

“Almost didn’t,” he grunted, his mind swimming. “Where’s Aeronwen? Is she…?”

The man’s face scrunched up in confusion. Then he laughed.

“Peace, blacksmith,” the man said, drawing another one of those arrows and taking aim at the front of the manor. “She is alright. She’s helping purge the town of those beasts right now. I’m sure she’ll swing by when she’s ready to pick you up.”

Relief like nothing he’d ever felt washed over him. The strength of his reaction to Godfrey’s news surprised him—he hadn’t realized he cared so much whether or not Aeronwen lived or died. “You’re sure she’s alright?”

A sly smile spread across the man’s face. “As sure as I can be,” he said, his grin telling Jol he knew exactly how the blacksmith was feeling. “I wouldn’t worry about her, blacksmith. I’d spend more time fretting over the chances we make it out of this in one piece.”

Jol nodded, but he wasn’t sure what Godfrey meant. The creatures weren’t striking—if anything, they looked more frightened of Godfrey than he was of the inhumi. They were in a standoff, which wasn’t good, but at least they weren’t actively fighting for their lives at that very moment.

Something occurred to him. “It was the servant,” he blurted, gripping the top of the carriage’s door. “He poisoned the drinks of the Mayor and the guards. There was some concoction in all of Mayor Lutz’s drinks, addling him. By the time I dragged him out of the great room, the poor man was practically unconscious…”

“They got Lutz, eh?” Godfrey didn’t look particularly broken up about that. “Shame. Towns never need good leadership more than they do after a tragedy like one of these.”

“Mayor Lutz was alive the last time I saw him,” Jol said. He didn’t add that he wasn’t certain Lutz would be able to deliver the kind of leadership the white-haired man was talking about. “I had him barricade himself in his quarters and hide while I led the inhumi away.”

The man’s eyes widened. “Why, Jol Rivers,” he said, with only a hint of sarcasm in his tone. “You’re a bona fide hero!”

A mighty roar spilled from inside the mansion. The inhumi arrayed on the lawn heard it and raced inside, moving so quickly it was as if they’d all been suddenly lit on fire. Jol watched them go, panic filling his heart. What in the world was this?

Godfrey seemed to know. “Damn,” he swore, relaxing his bow arm for a few moments. “I was afraid of this. Was hoping it would strike the part of town where Aeronwen was mopping up…”

What? The man hoped Aeronwen ran into these beasts?

“We might need to leave in a hurry,” the white-haired man said with a glance at Jol. “Unfortunately, I seem to have misplaced my horses…”

It was a joke, though not a particularly good one. The bridle affixed to the front of the carriage had been torn from its moorings and lay across the muddy ground in splinters. From the amount of blood on the ground, the horses hadn’t gotten far after their newfound freedom.

“I’ve misplaced one of my daggers,” Jol said, glancing at the fallen inhumi with the steel in its neck. “You think you could cover me long enough for me to go get it?”

The man gave him a strange look. “Better you stay here,” he grunted, shaking his head. “I’ll conjure up something to fight with if you really need it, blacksmith.”

Jol gave a start. “You can conjure?”

It hadn’t really sunk in before now. But the truth was clear—this man could do magic.

He snickered. “Yes, blacksmith, this bow did not simply fall from the sky into my hands,” he said, grinning to blunt the sarcasm. “You thought I was just a simple driver?”

“Well… yes,” Jol admitted.

Inside the manor, something smashed furniture. Whatever was in there would be outside any moment.

“That means I’ve been doing a good job,” the man said, turning and watching the door. “I’m Aeronwen’s bodyguard, blacksmith. Godfrey Marzin, at your service.”

Ah. That made a great deal of sense. “You also work at the Lyceum, then?” he asked, eager to know more. “What type of magic do you specialize in—?”

One of the pillars holding up the false front of the manor collapsed.

“Better save the introductions for later, blacksmith,” the man grunted. “We’ve got company. Try to keep your wits about you, will you?”

Now it was Jol’s turn to scoff. “I was in the Expeditionary Force,” he said, pulling out his other dagger and readying it. “There’s not much left in this world that frightens me…”

The thing that had been inside of Mayor Lutz’s manor burst through the front door, spilling onto the steps.

And Jol felt fear.

He wasn’t sure what he’d been expecting—if asked, perhaps a larger version of the inhumi he’d already seen ransacking the mansion. This, however, could only have been a distant relation to the creatures, if indeed it was related at all. The thing ran like black smoke down the steps, a mass of writhing goo like a dredged swamp brought up in the middle of a quaint village. Here and there inside of it, disgusting and bulbous eyes opened, blinking at the world around it.

“Good Gods!” Jol groaned. Bile rose in the back of his throat. “What is that thing?”

A grim smile spread across Godfrey’s face. “They call it a myriad,” he said. “It’s incredibly dangerous, blacksmith. Don’t go near it.”

There was little danger of that. Just the sight of the thing made Jol want to retch. In his travels, he’d never seen anything like it. How could such a creature even exist?

“We won’t be able to kill it,” Godfrey said, speaking as if to himself. “Our best bet is to keep it fenced in right where it is, until Aeronwen can get back and annihilate the damned thing. You think you can help me hold this ground, blacksmith?”

“I’ll do the best I can,” he assured the man. That creature made him feel… unwell. As if he’d imbibed an entire wineskin of the ‘special’ beer prepared for Mayor Lutz’s feast.

“That’ll have to do,” Godfrey grunted.

The thing unfurled across the ground like a flag, collecting in a great mass at the bottom of the stairs. It reminded Jol of the runny, burnt ore he’d accidentally let sit in the flames too long during Aeronwen’s visit—or at least it did for a few moments.

Suddenly the thing shivered, its surface hardening. Dozens of armored plates snapped into life across its skin, drawn tight like a fish’s scales. Only the eyes, with a bit of goopy flesh around it, remained unarmored.

“Be ready to do what I tell you,” Godfrey whispered. “Hopefully you can just stay there, though…”

The white-haired man drew another arrow and sent it hurtling at the beast.

It soared through the air and exploded against one of the armored plates, filling the world with a sharp flash. Again that sense of the sound around Jol being muffled filled his ears, like he’d jammed his head beneath a set of thick pillows.

He was forced to look away by the flash. When it faded, the creature still stood where it had been a moment ago. A small scorch mark on one of its scales was the only sign it had taken any damage.

Godfrey swore. “It’s coming this way,” he grunted, taking a step backwards. “We’re going to have to run, blacksmith…”

The thing Godfrey had called a myriad advanced slowly, slithering across the yard. The armor plates strewn across its bulk shone with a dread aura, glowing in the light of the moon. One eye blinked within its mass, then two, and Jol felt as though he might retch from the sight of it.

Just then, Godfrey slammed the door of the carriage closed. “Come on!” he yelled. “Into the village!”

Jol just stood there, staring at the beast. It reared up on nonexistent feet, gaining height and shedding width as its curve transformed from that of a gentle hill to that of a steep ziggurat. Spikes appeared between the plates at its base, forming a protective shell of quills that brought to mind a porcupine.

“Blacksmith?” Godfrey had already taken several steps away; looked to be on the verge of sprinting down the path to the village proper. “What are you doing?”

Jol wasn’t sure. Something inside of him whispered to stand his ground; something old and ancient that was wrapped in memories of a time that was nearly forgotten. That had been made to become forgotten.

Images of a decrepit ruin filled Jol’s mind. Of tendrils of darkness spreading through the world, surrounding the glyph of a massive, staring eye…

A bolt of magic split the heavens. It struck like a lightning bolt, hitting the top of the myriad and electrifying the plates that covered its hefty body. The creature had no mouth with which to scream, but the way it shimmered like a still pool with a rock tossed into it made Jol’s stomach do a flip.

Suddenly there was a figure beside him, wearing blue robes. Her dark eyes flashed with anger and righteous fury, and an azure aura glowed around the tips of her fingers.

“Stand back,” Aeronwen said, putting herself between Jol and Godfrey and the invader. “I’ll handle this.”

Aeronwen was alive! Jol felt so happy to see her that his legs nearly gave way beneath him. When he saw that scrap of blue silk buried beneath the pile of dead, he’d been so certain…

But it was alright. She was alright.

In fact, Aeronwen was better than alright. The mage clapped her hands together, summoning another beam of brilliant light. This one struck the same scaled plate where Godfrey’s arrow had hit the monster—only this blast shattered what his arrow merely dented. Metal crumpled beneath the force of Aeronwen’s magic, and a scaly patch of dark flesh rippled in the night air, no longer defended against the elements.

A hand closed on Jol’s shoulder. “Best to stand back, blacksmith,” Godfrey whispered, gesturing behind the carriage. “She will handle this from here. Keep watch for any inhumi, will you?”

Jol was already shaking his head. “She needs our help,” he said, watching as Aeronwen advanced on the myriad. “She’s in trouble!”

Godfrey chuckled. “She’s done this more times than you can count, lad,” the white-haired man said, again speaking to Jol like a child rather than a man a few years from his thirtieth birthday. “Aeronwen of the Lyceum is not afraid of a few monsters from the great white North, blacksmith. Their magic is a feeble flame compared to hers.”

The man didn’t understand. Or perhaps it was Jol who failed to comprehend. Either way, he floated on a sea of panic. The vision he’d had of the past still filled the back of his mind, pumping a sensation of pure doom through his veins. It looked as if Aeronwen were about to triumph, he knew. But the woman was in trouble.

Deep trouble.

Aeronwen sent another bolt at the myriad. This one split into six smaller segments as it reached the beast, each one arcing to strike another one of the myriad’s armor plates. Each one her magic touched crumpled like tissue paper, falling away to reveal more of the flowing, semi-solid black body. The myriad was no longer trying to advance—it looked to be moving backwards, headed in the direction of the mansion’s entrance.

Aeronwen wasn’t going to allow it to escape.

“The beasts were in the village first,” the mage said, her voice almost conversational over the sound of her spells as she harried the myriad. “They burned houses and destroyed the village green, but we were lucky all the same. Few lives were lost.”

“More were lost here,” Godfrey said ruefully. “Why are you destroying the plates, Aeronwen? Kill the beast and be done with it!”

Aeronwen gave a little shake of her head. “It will regenerate unless we destroy them all,” she said in a matter-of-fact tone. “This is the only way to be sure…”

She took another step forward. Panic flared in Jol’s heart, and before Godfrey could stop him he sprang forward, reaching for the woman in blue.

“You’ve got to get back!” he said, standing beside Aeronwen. “This thing isn’t what it looks like!”

Aeronwen glanced over at Jol. The aura that surrounded her fingers a few moments ago practically covered her like a shroud now. Her whole body was glowing with arcane power from head to toe, burning brightly enough that it lit up the whole yard in front of the Mayor’s mansion.

“Jol?” Aeronwen looked surprised to see him. “By the gods, I thought you were dead!”

“The feeling was mutual!” Jol exclaimed with a laugh. “I thought I was never going to see you again!”

A smile spread across the mage woman’s face was both completely open and completely genuine. “What a terrible fate that would have been!” she said, raising her voice above the maelstrom of magic in her hands. “What kind of trouble am I in, Jol Rivers?”

Jol frowned. Only a few scales remained on the myriad—the creature had retreated to the stairs at the base of the mansion’s entrance, and appeared to be shivering in some kind of fear or fright. It certainly didn’t look as if Aeronwen were in sudden danger of being slain.

But looks could be deceiving, couldn’t they?

“Aeronwen!” Godfrey’s voice reached them, sounding as if it came from a great distance. “Strike the finishing blow! Destroy this beast!”

Aeronwen almost made to do just that—which would have sealed her and Jol’s fate as surely as if the sky had torn itself open and rained down fire on their heads. Instead, the woman hesitated, turning her brown eyes to the blacksmith she’d already grown so fond of during their brief time together.

“You say I should wait,” she whispered, her brows furrowing together. “That I’m in danger. What kind of danger?”

Jol’s mouth went dry. “I… I’m not sure,” he said, scanning the field. “But something is wrong…”

He watched the myriad wriggle up the steps. The rear of its bulk rose like an ocean wave, raking the great door of the Mayor’s mansion. It slammed against the entranceway as if it could somehow get back inside.

Who could be afraid of that? Jol asked himself. The damn thing is trying to break down the door and escape…

Wait.

It wasn’t trying to escape.

It had just plucked something off the front of the mansion.

Suddenly Jol understood why he’d made the woman hesitate. “Look,” he growled, gesturing at the myriad. “It’s tricking you. It’s putting something inside of itself!”

Aeronwen squinted, the aura around her flaring until the entire lawn was as bright as midday. In the light cast by her magic, she could see what she’d missed before—namely, that the lion’s head door knocker Jol had cast that very afternoon for the Mayor of Littlereach was missing.

And that a suspiciously lion-shaped bulge protruded from the creature’s core.

Aeronwen’s gaze widened. “Tricky bastard,” she said, the aura around her fading. “You almost had us…”

“What’s going on?” Godfrey shouted. The man advanced until he was right next to them both, peering at the monster. “You’ve seen something. Otherwise you wouldn’t hesitate!”

Aeronwen nodded. “We have our proof, Godfrey. Look at the myriad.”

The creature carried the lion’s head door knocker like a talisman, holding it just beneath the skin. As Jol watched, the myriad began to regenerate a few of the metallic scaled plates that covered its body—but none of them arose anywhere close to the lion.

Almost as if the thing wanted them to hit it.

“By thunder,” Godfrey said, astonished. “It’s trying to use the lion to reflect the spell!”

You could have knocked Jol over with a feather. He’d only just assured himself that there was nothing magical about the items he created in his forge, and here was a monster trying to use it for their own defense.

“That’s… you watched me, Aeronwen,” Jol managed to stammer. “You saw no sign of me using magic in the forging of that item…”

“That does not mean that there was no magic,” Aeronwen said gravely. “Only that whatever it was, it was so powerful that even I could not detect it.”

Without hesitation, the brown-haired woman slipped the azure pack from her shoulder. She reached inside, and Jol half expected her to remove the helmet which had saved Ser Jeroboam’s life. Something about the idea felt appropriate given the circumstances.

But the woman did not. Instead, she took out a slender rod with a jewel built into the tip. With a wave of the hand she flicked the rod, and it extended. It grew to the height of a man’s waist, becoming a slender, flexible cane.

The jewel at the top glowed with an unearthly light. “We’ll try this instead,” Aeronwen said, a smile rising to her features. “Spring the trap and see what else this creature might be able to do.”

With that, Aeronwen said a word.

Just like before, with Godfrey’s arrows, Jol was unable to grasp the strange, arcane syllables of the word. But the little gem on Aeronwen’s staff must have understood, for it suddenly lit up like a bonfire and shot a ball of ice directly at the heart of the myriad.

The ball struck the creature, exploded—and a wave of frost ricocheted back in the group’s direction.

“Take cover!” Godfrey shouted.

The trio retreated behind the carriage as the icy blast enveloped them. An aura of magic tumbled from between Aeronwen’s fingers, burning away the worst of the frost with a wave of soothing heat. By the time it was done, a fan-shaped section of the yard was frozen over, covered with snow and ice.

Aeronwen stepped out from behind the carriage. “Amazing!” she said. “The enchantment did not merely reflect the spell—it amplified it!”

“That was a first-level frost spell,” Godfrey muttered, shaking his head as if he’d never seen something so ridiculous. “For the lion’s head to absorb it and then spit out that…!”

He didn’t need to finish his thought. Such power, whispered a voice in the back of Jol’s mind. He believed it was his own.

What kind of things could a man do with that power? Win wars, defeat armies, change the world? He didn’t want any of those things—he never had.

But destiny had a funny way of opening the door whether you’d locked it or not.

The myriad looked truly terrified now. It shivered and shook like a bowl full of gelatin, moving sideways like a crab across the frozen yard. If the creature had hoped to escape their wrath, then it was foolish indeed—an old man could have kept up with its pace.

“The enchantment should have worn off by now,” Aeronwen said, a thumb against her chin. “The one that saved Ser Jeroboam only absorbed one spell, then promptly broke. Our experiments were unable to replicate the result.”

“Only one way to find out,” Godfrey said.

The white-haired man drew his bow and fired. The arrow let out a soft ping, sailing across the lawn and sinking itself deep into the hide of the myriad.

No spell reflected itself back onto the group. The explosion was massive, and tore the creature from stem to stern. It burst in a gout of gore, spilling across the frozen yard like an overturned bowl of soup.
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“You’re safe now,” Jol said, holding the door of the carriage wide open. “It’s alright, really. You can come out now…”

Inside the velveteen compartment of the carriage, a half-dozen nobles lay tangled in each other’s limbs, shaking their heads. No more than an hour ago they’d been haughty and unwilling to do much more than stare at Jol like he were a trained animal. Now they looked at him like he was the only thing standing between them and a terrible death: being torn apart by an inhumi.

Jol bit back a sigh. “The monsters are gone,” he insisted. “The Lady Aeronwen defeated them. She’s from the Lyceum; she’s extremely powerful.”

It was a convenient bit of fiction. The real story was a great deal more complicated, but he wasn’t really trying to explain what had happened with the myriad to these people. He just wanted them to get out of the damned coach.

Behind him, the sounds of other villagers helping the wounded filled the yard. Healers moved among those who’d been injured but not killed by the inhumi, doing their best to save lives, while a crew of sturdier lads from the outlying farms worked on restoring the collapsed front of the manor to help anyone trapped inside.

By some miracle, Mayor Lutz’s house hadn’t caught fire. The Mayor was undoubtedly going to be sleeping at the house of one of his constituents for a long while, though. His home was no longer fit for habitation.

Even if it was, Jol wouldn’t have wanted to sleep there. Too much tragedy had happened under that roof. Too much blood had been shed.

“Those things are out there!” a woman cried. The lady—a young blonde noblewoman who’d probably been the mistress of one of the local mayors who Lutz had complained about earlier—had been tearing at her pretty blonde hair since Jol popped open the carriage the inhumi had been taunting during the worst of the fighting. The poor girl was bound for one of the asylums, no doubt. Likely half the nobles who’d been trapped in this carriage would be traveling there right alongside her.

Littlereach had survived, but it had taken major damage. The fighting in the village proper had been fierce, and had Aeronwen not arrived when she had, probably many more lives would have been lost and many more houses put to the torch. She’d saved people this night, he knew—just as he knew he’d done the same.

How foolish he’d been to wonder where she was at the Mayor’s fancy party! None of them had known about the catastrophe bearing down on them—Aeronwen had sensed it, detecting the arrival of the monsters through some scrying method he didn’t understand. Only when a second group of the creatures emerged, heading in the direction of the Mayor’s mansion, did she command her bodyguard to split off and head out of the village.

She’d been sending the man to save him.

Jol couldn’t forgive himself for that. Aeronwen had put her own life in danger to try and keep him from harm. Which was why he felt no compunction about working late into the night on his last day at Littlereach, trying to aid as many of the injured as possible.

And trying to coax a bunch of traumatized nobles out of an overturned carriage.

“They’re… they’re right behind you!” an elderly man stuck beneath three other bodies cried. “I can hear them!”

They’d been at this for a few minutes now. “That’s the other villagers,” Jol insisted. “People of Littlereach. You have nothing to fear from them…”

It was no use. The nobles set about to babbling almost immediately, their words lost in the overlapping flow of panic. Jol bit back a second sigh and withdrew, leaving the door of the carriage open.

It was closed almost immediately from within, leaving the passengers in darkness.

Putting that errand aside for the moment, Jol looked around the clearing. Things were finally slowing down, and not a moment too soon—the moon hung high in the sky, indicating the midnight hour was upon them, if not already past.

Exhaustion tugged at Jol’s limbs. The combination of the party, the battle, and the clean-up had left him stretched to his limits. He wanted nothing more than to go home, climb into his bed and sleep for a week.

Aeronwen can’t possibly want us to leave for the Lyceum at dawn, he thought, searching the faces of the wounded. There’s too much to do here. These poor people…

A short distance away, a familiar figure sat upon a stump, being looked at by the town’s only official doctor. Mayor Lutz had survived the poison placed in his drink by the strange cultist, just as he’d survived the stab wound in his shoulder the deranged man gave him when his plan was exposed. His face was nearly as pale as his hair, but he looked to be in good spirits as Jol approached.

“Blacksmith!” the Mayor raised a hand—the one not connected to his wounded shoulder—in greeting. “You survived the night! I’m impressed!”

Jol had no time for the man’s theatrics. “I saved your life,” he said, suddenly feeling as weary as a man at the conclusion of a marathon. “I fought those monsters while you cowered under your own bed.”

Mayor Lutz’s expression hardened for a moment. Jol thought he was going to start yelling again, but presently the man’s face fell.

“You’re right,” he said, his voice somehow different than it had been before. “I allowed that fool servant to slip me tainted beer, then I made an ass of myself in front of every nobleman in the Eastern Reach. And when the call to adventure came, I hid like a child!” He shook his head, looking mightily sorry for himself. “I don’t blame you for hating me, blacksmith. I cared more about a damn lion’s head than for my own people.”

Quite unexpectedly, Jol felt a pang of sympathy for the man. Mayor Lutz had been an ass at the party, true, but it hadn’t been entirely his fault. And it was Jol himself who’d instructed the man to hide in his quarters, rather than facing the monsters directly.

He sighed. “You are no fighting man,” he said, his tone letting the mayor know he didn’t mean it as an insult. “Had you tried to resist the inhumi, Lutz, you’d have succeeded in nothing but digging your own grave.” He jerked a thumb in the direction of the overturned carriage. “Besides, most of these nobles won’t remember what an ass you’ve made of yourself.”

The mayor stiffened, his brows furrowing together. “Wait—there’s still people in there?” he demanded.

Jol scoffed. “They won’t leave,” he said. “They’re still terrified of the monsters—”

Mayor Lutz was already up and off the stump. He winced as his bandaged shoulder moved, and the doctor who’d been treating him gave the man a worried look. But he brushed him off.

“I’ll take care of this,” Lutz said.

Intrigued, Jol followed him.

The portly man walked to the carriage and knelt down. “This is Mayor Lutz!” he cried, his voice no doubt muffled by the door. “Jol, could you open this for me? My arm…”

Jol nodded. A hand tried to grab the carriage door and close it as soon as it opened a crack, but the blacksmith was too swift. And his arm was far too muscled to lose his grip.

“Now listen up!” The Mayor’s voice had a note of command; he almost sounded like a different man. “You came to my party, and you’re being very poor guests right now by refusing to socialize! If I wanted a bunch of babblers who can’t form coherent sentences surrounding me, I’d have invited the local priest and his worshippers to my manor!”

His casual blasphemy made the nobles in the shadows blink.

“M-mayor?” The blonde noblewoman whispered. “Careful! There are monsters in there! You should come in here right away—it’s not safe!”

Mayor Lutz glanced over at Jol. “They’re really spooked,” he conceded, looking a bit flummoxed. “They won’t get out of the damned carriage!”

“That’s what I told you,” replied Jol.

Lutz thought it over for a moment, then gave a smart little nod. “Oh no, there’s a monster!” he cried, jumping up and down as if agitated. “Look out!”

“A monster!” someone cried from inside the carriage.

Huh? What was the man doing?

“Look out!” Lutz ran around the carriage, going to one of the windows still above the ground. “He’s coming in!”

And the Mayor of Littlereach punched the pane of glass so hard it shattered.

Terrified screams sounded from within the carriage. For a moment Jol was sure nothing would change—then a mass of curly blonde hair burst from within the darkness. The noblewoman raced out into the light, screaming and panting, snot rolling from her nose.

“Don’t eat me!” she screamed, frightened to her wits. “Don’t eat me…!”

Jol grabbed her around the waist and held her until she calmed down. “Hush now,” he grunted, using his muscles and his commanding nature to still the woman’s cries. “There are no monsters, girl! Look around you, there’s only injured people!”

Slowly, the woman came to her senses. “No… monsters?” she managed, looking around with eyes as wide as dinner plates.

Jol sighed. “No monsters,” he agreed, setting her down. She didn’t try to run.

“You heard the lady!” Mayor Lutz rapped at the edge of the door with the same knuckles he’d used to break the window. “No monsters! Now get out of the damned carriage, or we light the thing on fire!”

Slowly, reluctantly, the other nobles climbed out of the darkness. Jol had no idea how the mayor had done it, but he’d somehow managed to force the nobles out of hiding.

“Good job,” he said, giving the mayor a smart salute.

Lutz shrugged. “Eh, it was mostly you,” he said, looking around. “Is that a friend of yours, blacksmith?”

Jol turned. Aeronwen stood a short distance away.

The brown-eyed woman looked to have taken a heavy toll this night. Her face was lined with worry and toil; dark smudges covered her cheeks and forehead, as if she’d spent the night working in one of the mines in the Shatterspike Mountains. Her blue robes hung torn and tattered, and there was a weariness in her eyes that told Jol she was every bit as exhausted as he was.

Yet she was smiling as she watched the show.

“Looks like you were able to get the stragglers to join us at last,” she said, joining Jol at his side. “That’s good. The healers are just about to pack up and head into the village.”

“Into the village?” Jol glanced down the path and saw that Aeronwen was right; men were carrying makeshift stretchers down the path. “Right now?”

Aeronwen shrugged. “We’ve identified all of the wounded. Anyone who hasn’t died yet has a good chance to pull through—and they’ll have a better one if they’re taken to a clean hospital, rather than seen to on the muddy ground.”

That made sense.

“And my house? What about my damned home?” Lutz asked.

The woman’s eyes slid from Jol to the Mayor. “That’s really up to you,” Aeronwen said cautiously. “But if you’d like a bit of friendly advice, I’d send the men home. Everyone has taxed themselves greatly this evening. You’re likely to have a revolt on your hands if you push those boys any harder for your own benefit, rather than the town’s.”

To Jol’s surprise, the Mayor actually listened. “That’s an excellent idea,” the man said, hanging his bald head. “I think all of us could use a little rest after a night like this.” He turned and looked up at the broken windows of his manor, frowning. “I’ll have to get a room for the night. Perhaps the Black Hand Tavern has a few available…”

Aeronwen made an awkward expression. “Unfortunately, the tavern is booked,” she said, pointing in the direction of the town. “A few of the nobles who survived the inhumi attack turned tail and immediately began heading home, but the greater number of them have decided to stay are remaining for the night. They can’t sleep in their carriages, so they’ve requested beds at the tavern.”

“That or their horses are dead,” Mayor Lutz said with a frown. “I suppose it’ll be me sleeping out of doors tonight, then. Bah, I’ll just roll up a bit of carpet and lay down on it…”

A strange look spread across Aeronwen’s face. “Actually, I may have a solution,” the woman said.

Just then, Godfrey joined them. The man’s arcane bow was nowhere to be found—the moment the fighting was over, it faded away like a puff of smoke. Jol and Aeronwen were the only people who’d seen it in action—which, in retrospect, was exactly what Godfrey wanted.

“The front and back yards are still a mess,” the man said, making no pretense of being Aeronwen’s driver any longer. “But the worst of it is clean, and we’ve managed to confirm there are no more monsters hiding in the ruins.”

“Ruins!” Mayor Lutz cried. “My beautiful mansion is in ruins! Why, even my door knocker is gone…!”

Godfrey and Aeronwen shared a look. Both of them knew perfectly well what had happened to the lion’s head door knocker Jol forged that afternoon. It rested in her azure bag, right next to the helmet that had saved Ser Jeroboam’s life.

The magical enchantments that had been on both of them might very well have been spent, but Aeronwen had still insisted on taking them back to the Lyceum for further study.

“As for what I was suggesting,” Aeronwen said, “there are rooms at the Black Hand Tavern available.”

The mayor gave a little start. “Well, why didn’t you say so before?”

“Because they’re currently occupied,” Aeronwen said, crossing her arms beneath her breasts. “By my traveling companion and me.”

Oh. Oh.

A warm feeling spread through Jol’s gut. He believed he already had some idea of what Aeronwen was going to suggest — and in truth, he wasn’t sure how he felt about it. It had been a hell of a night, and he needed rest more than he needed anything else.

Mayor Lutz gave the woman a flummoxed look. “My Lady, I mean… I could not take a room from you. And I’m sure you wouldn’t want an old man like me sharing quarters with you and your, er, traveling companion…”

A small smile spread across Aeronwen’s face. “I’m not suggesting that at all, sir.” Suddenly her head snapped up, her gaze traveling to him. “Jol.”

The blacksmith braced himself. “Yes?”

“Tonight is your last night in Littlereach,” the woman said, barely concealing a yawn. “Tomorrow morning—much later in the morning than originally intended, mind you—we’ll be heading on the road to the Keynes, to take you to the Lyceum.”

“The Lyceum?” Mayor Lutz looked like someone had poisoned him all over again. “Rivers? You, the blacksmith? You’re a… a mage?”

“The Lady Aeronwen believes I may have some magical ability,” Jol admitted, giving the man a sideways glance. “I’m in disagreement with her, of course, but she has the proper papers. Apparently they want to see some of my work in Keynes…”

The mayor blanched. “But they send children to the Lyceum! Mages are taken to the capital when they’re barely eighteen, to learn the ways of magic…”

Jol could only shrug. “Perhaps I’m a late bloomer,” he said.

The mayor suppressed a shudder. “Well, good luck to you,” he said, symbolically washing his hands off of the whole affair. “We’re far enough from the heart of the Second Empire out here in Littlereach not to have to worry about things like that. And that’s just how we like it.”

Aeronwen didn’t look offended. “I promised you a good night’s rest for your last night,” she said with a faint smile. “Unfortunately, I may need to make that up for you later. How would you feel about allowing the Mayor to bunk down in your cottage?”

Mayor Lutz blinked. “Me?”

Aeronwen gestured between the two of them as if solving a math equation. “Jol is about to be away from his home for a long while,” she said, gesturing at the blacksmith. “And you have just lost your home for a long while, mayor—or at least for however long it takes your men to repair it.” She clapped her hands together like a schoolteacher. “It sounds to me like we have a perfect solution.”

After a few moments, the Mayor began to nod. “Yes… yes! Rivers, you won’t be using the cottage, yes? I promise, I won’t make any changes to the place. I won’t even use your bed—I’ll bring a sleeping bag and lay out on the floor each night…”

“It’s fine,” Jol said, already feeling weary of this conversation. “Really, Mayor Lutz, it would be my honor.”

“And you would compensate Master Rivers for the use of his property, of course,” Aeronwen said with a stern glance at the mayor.

Mayor Lutz looked as if he’d swallowed a bug. “Um, of course,” he said, giving Jol a surprised look. “Fair market value and all that. I’ll be happy to pay rent…”

“That’s excellent,” Aeronwen said with a pleased expression. “That way, Jol will have a nice little nest egg saved up by the time he returns to Littlereach. It sounds like this solution will be most pleasant for all involved.”

Jol nodded. In his mind there was a shoe hanging in the air, waiting to be dropped to the ground below. “There’s just one problem, Aeronwen,” he said, breaching the topic. “I leave tomorrow. Where will I sleep tonight?”

A sly smile spread across the woman’s face. “Godfrey and I have two rooms at the Black Hand Tavern,” she explained, tossing the words out far too casually. “Tonight you can room with him.”

Jol looked over at Godfrey. The white-haired man was rolling his eyes; it couldn’t have been more clear what he thought of the arrangement. Fortunately, Mayor Lutz probably misinterpreted the man’s reaction as irritation at having to share a bed with Jol.

Everyone else involved knew there was no chance it was Godfrey’s room Jol would be occupying that night.

Jol thought it over. If he really wanted, he could probably stop this right now. As Aeronwen said, he’d been promised a night in his own bed before hitting the road. After everything he’d been through, there was no way any of them could stop him.

Hell. He could have told them all he was over it and he wouldn’t be going to the Lyceum after all, and he doubted anyone would have told him any different.

Then he looked into Aeronwen’s eyes.

“Alright,” he said, matching the woman’s smirk with one of his own. “I suppose that will be fine. Assuming you’ll pay for my breakfast in the morning, Aeronwen?”

The brown-haired woman tossed her head back and laughed, loud and long.

The sound was so unexpected that it caught both Godfrey and the Mayor off-guard. The former gave a start so strong that he winced, reaching for his bandaged shoulder.

“You need a bed beneath you anyway,” Jol said, checking out the extent of the man’s injuries. “The cottage will treat you fine while I’m away. Just don’t mess it up.”

“I won’t,” Lutz promised. “Thank you, blacksmith.”

Huh. How quickly things had changed between them. It hadn’t been all that long ago that the idea of thanking a lowly blacksmith was far beneath one of the leaders of Littlereach.

“Shall we?” Aeronwen glanced down the road. “It’s a bit of a hike, and the night is only getting darker.”

Jol spoke up. “Let’s take the Mayor to my place first,” he said, gesturing with his chin towards the edge of the village. “There are a few things I’d like to get before I head to the Black Hand, in any case.”

Lutz’s eyes widened. “You’re not coming back in the morning?” he asked.

Jol shook his head. “If I’m already with Lady Aeronwen and her entourage, I’ll just climb into the carriage and be gone,” he said. “The carriage will be ready, yes?”

Aeronwen pursed her lips in a smirk. Only Jol knew the reason she was doing it wasn’t because of his question, but because he continued to insist on calling her ‘Lady’ despite her frequent dismissals.

“Everything will be ready,” Aeronwen insisted. “Not until late in the morning, but it should be prepared by the time we’re ready to leave.”

“Good,” Jol said, picking up the woman’s azure pack. “Let’s go.”

The four of them started down the lane, leaving the wreck of the mayor’s manor behind.
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Despite the lateness of the hour, the Black Hand Tavern was astir with activity.

Jol had walked past the place any number of times during his career as a blacksmith, and he had even helped the owner replace the wrought sign hanging above the doors, but he’d never stopped in for a drink on his own time. It wasn’t that he shunned other people, or even that he had no fondness for beer.

It was the fact that, given enough time, the conversation always turned to stories about the war. Nearly every man of fighting age in Littlereach had been called up in one form or another, though most of the peasant stock had done nothing more than road repairs or supplementary labor for the Second Empire’s fighting force. As one of the few men who’d seen combat, Jol’s stories were always a hot commodity.

Which was exactly what he didn’t want.

Hence, he tended to shun places like this. But as his eyes adjusted to the dim lighting and his nostrils to the smell of beer, and especially as Aeronwen gestured for him to sit at one of the wooden tables and called over a barmaid, he had to admit—it was good to have a quiet, dark place to share a drink with a few friends.

A handful of nobles who’d made it out of the mayor’s party in one piece looked like they wanted to come over and talk, but a look from Godfrey changed their minds. The barmaid lingered longer than necessary, her low-cut bodice thrust out for Jol’s viewing pleasure, but the blacksmith did nothing other than stare.

“I can’t believe you,” Godfrey muttered as the barmaid sashayed back behind the counter to pour their drinks. “If I were a decade younger, and a pretty young country thing were looking at me like that…”

Aeronwen’s gaze hardened. “Master Rivers is a man of culture,” she drawled, rolling her eyes. “He has little need for bar floozies. Especially where he’s going.”

The Lyceum, in other words. The name still sent a chill down Jol’s spine.

“Oh, sure,” Godfrey said, giving Aeronwen a significant look. “No doubt the man will be swimming in high-born lasses in no time…”

Aeronwen’s cheeks turned red. Before she could come up with a response, the barmaid arrived with their drinks. The blue-garbed woman downed hers swiftly, then called for another. Jol sipped at his, feeling contemplative.

“Moving on,” Godfrey said, “I understand you know you aren’t being forced to join Aeronwen and me at the Lyceum. If you truly decide you want no part of this, blacksmith, you have the option of remaining here.”

“We won’t drag you behind our carriage,” Aeronwen added with a smile. “As much as we’d like to.”

Now that sounded like an open invitation to him. “I… I was hesitant before,” he admitted, taking another swig of his drink. “But there really is something to all this, isn’t there?”

Both Aeronwen and Godfrey nodded.

“The helmet you made protected a man from a death spell,” the blue-garbed woman said. “And the lion’s head door knocker you forged for the Mayor also contained a magic-reflecting enchantment, one so powerful I didn’t even notice you adding it to the mixture during your process…”

“I have no idea what I did,” Jol blurted. “I paid attention the entire time I was working the metal. I felt nothing—no spark, no power. Nothing but the hammer on the anvil, and the sparks on the metal as I shaped it.”

The woman and her bodyguard shared a look. “That means very little,” the white-haired man said. Jol noticed that he was the slowest of all three of them to drink; even compared to Jol, he sipped his beer like he intended to nurse the single cup all night long. “It’s not always obvious when someone begins manifesting magic, Master Rivers. Though it’s always detectable by a mage when an actual spell is cast.”

Jol wondered about that. Didn’t doing what he’d done to that lion’s head require a spell? If not, then he had to admit he knew even less about the way magic functioned than he thought.

“Whatever is happening, it’s clearly powerful,” Jol said, taking another sip. “It’s real. And I intend to find out what it is.”

The smell of beer filled the tavern, along with the warm scent of the crackling fire in the fireplace. Jol was already beginning to be glad he’d chosen to bunk here tonight instead of alone in his cabin. It was not good to be too far from people on a night like this.

“That’s wonderful,” Aeronwen said. The woman leaned over and took his hand, giving it a gentle squeeze. “You won’t regret this, Jol. I promise.” She leaned in closer, dropping her voice so that only he could hear. “Any of it.”

The corner of his mouth curled in a smile. It was good knowing there was an attractive woman who was into you. In a very real sense, it was the best compliment a man could get.

“What I want to know,” he grunted, “is where did these monsters come from? I mean, inhumi in the Eastern Reach? That’s… that’s almost beyond belief.”

The sly smile dropped off of Aeronwen’s face. “It is indeed unusual,” she whispered, glancing around the room. “I don’t think we should speak about those reasons now, Jol. Particularly when we don’t know who might be listening in to our conversation.”

Hmm? The common room suddenly seemed a touch less warm and inviting than it had been a few moments ago. Jol didn’t like to think of ordinary people becoming spies, and he couldn’t imagine any of the peasants of Littlereach informing on each other to monsters.

The nobles, though? Aye, he could imagine that.

“Alright,” he said, thinking things over. “Fair enough.”

He pressed the heels of his boots together, the weight reminding him of the daggers tucked between the leather and his sock. After the fight in front of the Mayor’s manor, he’d retrieved his missing dagger and cleaned it off, then placed it back where it belonged. It had tasted a great deal of blood that night, and he prayed it would taste no more.

“It’s possible that we could be harried by some creatures we encounter along the way to Keynes,” Godfrey said. “Just so you’re aware, and ready in case there is fighting.”

“It would be nothing like what happened in the village tonight,” Aeronwen assured him. “You need have no worries on that score, Master Rivers.”

He liked the way she called him Master Rivers. What he didn’t like, though, was how both Aeronwen and Godfrey seemed to be implying that they might be responsible for the inhumi in their midst. Would monsters follow a pair of instructors from the Lyceum into the Eastern Reach?

Even if they were on an important mission indeed—one with a great deal more potential than merely digging up a backwater blacksmith—Jol couldn’t picture that.

But what else could it be? The only other explanation that rose to his mind was that the monsters had somehow arisen in Littlereach because of him. And that was truly absurd.

He was no one. This magical power he had was a fluke, nothing more. Probably he could not even cast a single spell—just occasionally imbue something he created with a bit of arcane might. And how could that really change the world?

His thoughts grew dark, and his reverie deep. He was still considering how dangerous the situation was when Aeronwen’s voice cut through his fugue.

“You look as though someone kicked a puppy in front of you,” Aeronwen gently teased. “Relax, Jol. You’ve done a great thing today. Half of Littlereach is alive because of your actions.”

Privately, Jol believed Aeronwen and her magic had far more to do with it than him. But when the pretty young barmaid brought them all a second round of drinks, he gladly clinked his to hers, making a toast to survival and to a job well done.

Godfrey didn’t touch his second drink. The man polished off his first, wiped his goatee with the back of his hand, and gave the room a final, desultory glance. At this late hour, even most of the nobles had gone to bed. The few who remained were rehashing their survival for the umpteenth time, talking about the monsters in hushed voices.

“I’m going to turn in,” the man said, glancing from Aeronwen to Jol with a guardedly neutral expression. “I may be asleep before you come in, blacksmith. If I am, try not to wake me. Understood?”

Jol understood. Godfrey was going to hit the hay, and he’d have no idea if Jol actually came to his room or not. He didn’t look like he particularly cared; he just didn’t want to be disturbed, whatever the blacksmith chose to do.

“Gotcha,” Jol said, taking another drink. “Have a good night, Godfrey.”

With a mock salute, the man got up and headed to the stairs. In short order, Jol and Aeronwen were left alone at their table, with only a few paranoid nobles for company.

“Ah, Godfrey,” Aeronwen whispered once the man was gone. “I knew I couldn’t be lucky enough to get through this without the man making at least one joke at my expense…”

The mage’s hand went to Jol’s knee beneath the table. He let out a little groan at the contact and found that in marked contrast to the carriage, he welcomed it now. He stared into Aeronwen’s deep, dark eyes, picturing life with her on the road.

No, at the Lyceum, he reminded himself, a spot of disappointment coloring his feelings. But until we get there, well… it’s life on the road…

“You two seem as though you know each other well,” Jol said diplomatically. “Is there anything I should be aware of?”

Aeronwen did a double take. “You think… me and Godfrey?”

Jol shrugged.

That merry, tinkling laughter he was already beginning to adore escaped from the woman in blue. “Oh no, Jol. No. Godfrey is a good man, but he and I… no, that’s not something that would ever happen.”

Jol felt his brows furrowing together. “Does he not like women?” he asked, lowering his voice a bit. There were those who were not kind to men like that in these parts, though Jol was not one of them. “He seemed more than willing to speak frankly about the barmaid…”

Aeronwen was already shaking her head. “He likes women fine,” she whispered. “Godfrey… does not mix business and pleasure. Let’s just put it in those terms.”

Jol nodded. “He works with you at the Lyceum,” he surmised.

“Combat instructor,” Aeronwen explained. “With a specialization in ranged weapons. Archery…”

“Hence the arcane bow,” Jol finished. “Interesting.”

“You’ll find out all about him once you’ve spent a little time at the Lyceum,” she said, glancing away from him. “You may even find some of those barmaids are more to your liking than you initially thought, Master Rivers…”

Hmm? What was this?

Aeronwen had been flirting with him shamelessly all day long. Now she wanted to play hard to get all of a sudden?

He decided it was some kind of a test. He grunted.

“If I’d been interested in barmaids, I’d have a dozen of them by now,” he said, downing the rest of his drink in a single gulp.

One of Aeronwen’s eyebrows shot skyward. “What are you interested in, Jol?”

Time to be bold, he thought.

“Right now?” He asked, swiveling on the bench. “Right now, Lady Aeronwen, I’m interested in you.”

There. He’d said it. He’d gone there.

The mage instructor didn’t look displeased by his affections at all. In fact, she was grinning at him like she’d just found out she won the imperial lottery.

“Master Rivers,” she purred. “My bodyguard is such a heavy sleeper. He snores so terribly… why not spend the evening in my quarters? I feel you would be… hmm… much more comfortable there.”

Jol couldn’t keep himself from laughing. Both of them felt like they were getting away with something, which probably made all of this even hotter.

“Sure,” he said, placing the empty mug back on the table. “Lead the way.”

The pair rose and made their way up the stairs. As he followed Aeronwen, Jol found his eyes drawn to the seductive sway of the older woman’s hips. Despite her age, she had a firm, attractive body, with wide hips, long legs, and heavy breasts.

Truly, though, it was her attitude that attracted Jol to Aeronwen. The woman was on his wavelength; he sensed she’d start no great dramas with him or force him to change his ways. She did not wish to marry him or to tie him down in any way. She merely wanted to share pleasure, to be intimate in every sense of the word. To know him.

As he reached the top of his stairs, his cock thickening in his breeches, Jol realized just how badly he wanted to know her. It had been a long, long time since he’d allowed himself to share his bed with a woman.

As they reached the door to Aeronwen’s room, the mage paused. “One moment,” she whispered. “I need to freshen up.”

Ah. Jol nodded, understanding. Women often needed time to prepare for these things.

“I’ll wait here,” he said, picturing a short stay in the hallway. “You just knock when you’re ready for me—”

Before he could finish his sentence, Aeronwen wiggled her fingers.

A blast of cool, mint-flavored air washed over the pair. Jol blinked—and when he looked down, the dirt and grime had vanished from his clothing. A quick check of his hair revealed that it was as clean and free of tangles as if he’d just finished washing and combing, and the rest of his body felt gloriously cool.

A warm bath didn’t feel that good!

“There,” Aeronwen said, her grin widening. “All better. Come in, sir…”

The woman opened the door. The suite inside was small but cozy, and completely dark. This room had no window, which Jol did not mind at all.

He closed the door behind them, leaving them both in the darkness.

Aeronwen turned the moment she heard the lock click. Jol was already with her, his hands on her hips and his mouth seeking hers. He found her, pulling her to him, and the brown-haired beauty gasped as they kissed.

She tasted like cinnamon and cloves. Jol didn’t know if that was normal for her, or if the magical ‘freshening up’ she’d just cast on them both caused it. He didn’t really care.

Aeronwen groaned against him as his hand slid beneath her ass. With a grunt, he lifted the woman off of her feet, picking her up and pulling her into his arms. Aeronwen let out a yelp of surprise at his strength, then promptly melted against him as he carried her across the room to the suite’s only bed.

“Oh, blacksmith,” she gasped, sounding as pleased with him as a woman could be. “Those muscles of yours! You’re even stronger than I gave you credit for—”

Jol silenced her with another kiss. It felt good to kiss her, to lean in and take what he wanted from her. After all, Aeronwen was so eager to give.

They disrobed in the darkness. Jol tried to tug off the mage’s clothing, but it had far too many small ties and bows built into her azure robes. She pushed him away with a giggle, instructing him to remove his own clothing while she stripped down.

When he was finished, she whispered a word.

Faint blue light glowed around Aeronwen’s body. In the darkness of the room at the Black Hand Tavern, it made her look almost a ghost—though no ghost a man would complain about haunting his room at night. Aeronwen had stripped down to a thin, white shift, a wispy garment with a pair of thin straps over her shoulders and barely enough fabric to reach the swell of her behind. She looked gorgeous, and Jol let his eyes devour the sight of her the way a hungry wolf devours his meal.

“I want you,” Jol growled.

A little tremor passed through Aeronwen’s body. “I want you, too,” she said, sitting back on her hands. “I’m a little afraid of how much I want you, actually, Jol…”

With a smile, he climbed into the bed. His hands went everywhere, roaming beneath the thin fabric of Aerowen’s shift to grope and squeeze her exquisite breasts. Her breath came thick and hot, in shuddering gasps that told him the valley between her legs was hot and ready for him.

Jol felt her fingers reach for his small clothes. She gripped the bulge in them, gasping at its length and hardness, then pulled down the waistband and tugged them completely off of him.

This time, when her hand found his member, it was skin on skin.

Jol couldn’t help it: he groaned with delight. Being touched by a member of the opposite sex was so different from touching oneself—as different as the flame of a candle was from the bloody sun! It didn’t hurt that Aeronwen was good at it, too. Her fingers stroked him with eager quickness, until droplets of juice oozed from the crown of his manhood.

The smell of her feral womanhood filled the room. Jol pushed one of her thighs to the side, exploring the soaking valley between her legs with his fingers.

Then, his mouth.

Later on, Jol wouldn’t be able to pinpoint what came over him. It was as if a starving animal had been unleashed inside of him, and his hunger could only be sated by possessing every part of Aeronwen’s body. He buried his face between the mage’s legs, tasting her sweet juices as his tongue explored the secret places deep inside of her.

She tasted like honey. The noises she made were nearly as sweet as the juice.

“Oh!” Aeronwen shoved fingers in her mouth to muffle the noise, her free hand tangling in Jol’s hair. “Ah, you spoil me, blacksmith! If only the women of this village knew what an animal they were missing out on! They’d be breaking into your home in the middle of the night…!”

Jol growled like a wild animal, adding fingers to the pleasure of his tongue. The nub at the apex of Aeronwen’s pleasure pulsed madly, spasming in time with her rapid heartbeat. Suddenly the mage instructor let out a strangled cry, her ass lifting completely off of the mattress as she went weightless in Jol’s arms.

She buried her face in the pillow and cried out, letting out a series of huge, shuddering sobs. A flood of juice coated Jol’s tongue as the woman’s walls jerked and clenched around him. I just made her cum, he thought, filling with pride. Good girl!

Once Aeronwen came down from her bliss, she rose on all fours and pushed Jol down on the bed. At first he thought she was going to mount him, but instead she kissed him—long, lingering kisses that moved from his lips to his chin, then down his bare chest and towards his hips.

“Aeronwen,” he gasped, the woman’s long nails gently raking his scrotum. “What are you doing…?”

He saw the woman smile in the darkness, the aura of magic faintly illuminating her face. “Paying you back,” she said, a lusty smile stretching from ear to ear. “Just lie back, Jol. You’ve had such a hard day… you deserve every moment of this…”

He knew what she was planning to do, but he didn’t allow himself to believe it until she kissed the underside of his crown and began to work her tongue back and forth across the sensitive spot right there.

“Ahhhh,” Jol grunted, grabbing a pillow to muffle the sound. There were sleeping nobles on either side of their walls, which only heightened the arousal of the moment. The danger of being caught in such a delicate position. “Aeronwen, by the gods…”

The mage instructor chuckled. “You taste incredible,” she whispered, locking eyes with him. “Many women claim to enjoy this activity, Jol—but I truly do. I’m going to enjoy taking you in my mouth almost as much as you are…”

Jol didn’t believe that, solely because he couldn’t believe anyone could like this as much as he liked it. He’d only received this kind of treatment once before, from a hired girl in Khartoum in an establishment one of the men of the Expeditionary Force had taken them all to as a celebration. The woman had been skilled enough, but she’d been solely a professional—interested in getting the thing done as quickly as possible and getting her money, not in making sure that Jol enjoyed it.

But Aeronwen…? Ah, she was a wonder!

The woman took her time, slowly working her lips and tongue from the base of his manhood to the tip. She teased him for so long that by the time she finally opened her mouth and let him feel her take him all the way to the back of her throat, he was very near to exploding right then and there. His heart beat like a kettle drum, and Aeronwen must have been able to tell how nervous he was. She slowed down, pulling back with a wet little pop.

“Jol,” she asked, as diplomatic as she could possibly be. “Is this your first time?”

What?

He shook his head. “No,” he told the woman, chuckling. “It’s just… it’s been a damned long time since I’ve been with a woman, Aeronwen. I haven’t had a girl in my bed since I left the Emperor’s service…”

The mage instructor gave a little start. Her eyes widened, and Jol didn’t need to have the powers of Psychomancy to know what she was thinking. It’s been three years since I left the service, he thought. That’s a long time for anyone to go without, much less a man in the prime of his life.

He could tell that Aeronwen wanted to ask him about it. But she also didn’t want to spoil the moment, and she had his hard member just inches away from her wet, pouty little mouth.

“Well, then,” she said, running a finger down the underside of his manhood. It came back sticky with seed, and she licked it off the digit while he watched. “I want you to know you can relax, Jol. No pressure. Feel free to take as much time as you need… or as little as you can stand.” She giggled at that, and kissed the underside of his crown. “I really just want to make this good for you.”

“Aeronwen,” he said with a smirk. “If it was much better, I’d be dead.”

The woman looked deep into his eyes, her own sparkling with some unnameable emotion. Suddenly she opened wide, wider than wide, and swallowed him all the way down to the base.

It was the most amazing thing he’d ever felt. Even the girl who’d done this to him before hadn’t been this skilled! The best part was that Aeronwen cared about him. Her eyes never left his; he could see her adjusting her suction or adding her hand into the mix based on the way he groaned and pulsed and swelled within her mouth.

True to her boasting, it didn’t take Jol long to reach the edge. The familiar tingle worked its way from his scrotum to his crown, the pleasure surging within him like an ocean wave until there was no hope of resisting it.

He grabbed a fistful of Aeronwen’s hair. He expected her to rear back from the pain, but by all the Gods she seemed to like it.

What happened next blew his mind.

Jol waited for Aeronwen to pull off of him again and let him finish. Perhaps she’d stroke him with his hand a bit more, or perhaps she’d kiss the underside of his crown until he was blissful and relieved. The one thing he knew she wouldn’t do was keep him buried deep in her mouth, sucking him through the apex of his bliss and swallowing every drop of his seed.

Yet that was exactly what Aeronwen did.

The woman even guided Jol’s hands onto the top of her head, coaxing him into moving her mouth up and down his prick at whatever speed he felt was best. As the pleasure went blinding, Jol’s hips ratcheted upwards, filling the brown-haired woman’s mouth as he completely lost control.

Aeronwen gagged gently around him, her eyes rolling back in her head. Her nipples were as hard as diamonds, and the folds between her legs shined with juice. It made so little sense to him—she should have been angry at such treatment—but she seemed to love it…?

Jol loved it, too.

An entire feastday’s worth of fireworks exploded behind his eyes as the pleasure went stratospheric. His manhood swelled bigger and thicker between Aeronwen’s lips, and then he was depositing his seed directly into her mouth. The brown-haired beauty swallowed it gamely, arching her back as she drank his load and worked her tongue around his sensitive crown.

He kept on shooting, each pulse of his manly seed filling him with a wave of pleasure that ripped away the world. The tavern, the village, the Lyceum… all of it faded, leaving nothing but the pleasure of his rock-hard manhood and the warm, wet mouth latched around it and sucking greedily.

Slowly, the pleasure ebbed. Jol slumped against the pillows, gasping.

At the foot of the bed, Aeronwen was savoring his seed. The brown-haired beauty curled up between his feet like a contented cat, licking her lips then kissing his member until the last of what he’d shot into her mouth was gone. By the time she was done, he’d stiffened back to full hardness.

“You weren’t kidding about it being a while,” Aeronwen giggled. “My goodness, Jol, your flood makes a river look tame by comparison…”

A surge of masculine pride filled him. “You liked it,” he said. It wasn’t a question.

Aeronwen licked her lips and nodded. “I want you inside me,” she groaned, spreading her folds to show him her pink interior. “I need you, Jol. I need to feel you in me tonight, like I’ve never needed it before…”

He patted his thighs. “Then come here,” he growled, feeling almost like a new man. “I’m ready to take you. You should be warned, though… I’ll not be gentle with you.”

Aeronwen’s eyes sparkled. “I don’t want gentle,” she laughed. “Are you finally beginning to understand that I’m no Lady, Jol Rivers?”

He really was. Aeronwen was no Lady—she was something much better than that.

She straddled his hips, gripping his prick around the base and giving it a few strokes. He felt the crown of his cock graze the roughness of his inner thigh—then his prick pushed into something even hotter and wetter than her tight little mouth. He growled with bliss as she ran his swollen head up and down her lips, teasing herself until her legs began to shake.

The mage instructor slammed her hips down, impaling herself on him in one smooth stroke.

The two of them cried out as one. The thinness of the walls surrounding them no longer mattered; all that mattered to Jol was the feeling of her walls surrounding him, enclosing him so snugly he couldn’t have imagined it was possible. It felt truly incredible.

She moaned, rocking on top of him, her juices covering the base of his thick, throbbing member. Every tiny movement of her hips sent sparks shooting through him, until he could hardly contain himself and began to upthrust roughly into her perfect tightness.

Aeronwen held on for dear life. Jol’s hands went to her breasts, teasing her nipples with his thick, calloused thumbs. The older woman arched her back, whimpering for more, grinding her hips around him like she couldn’t get enough of his hard prick inside of her wet channel.

“Jol,” Aeronwen choked, barely able to form words. She gyrated against him faster and faster, her own pleasure building to another peak. “Ah, blacksmith! I never thought I’d meet a man like you in the back of beyond...”

“A rough man?” he growled, giving her rear a little smack. “Rough men are everywhere, Aeronwen.”

The mage instructor was already shaking her head. “You’re both,” she panted, riding him like her life depended on it. “A gentleman in public. And a... oh gods... an absolute beast with a locked door behind you and a bed underneath you...”

Jol grinned, thrusting into her harder. Gods, this was exactly what he needed!

All his misgivings melted away as he pumped his cock into Aeronwen. The woman rode him back skillfully, rolling her hips until he was pistoning in and out of her delicious channel. With her help he was suddenly going deeper, as far in as his huge manhood would allow, until Aeronwen let out a thin wail and came atop him once more. Her walls clenched around his member like a fist, and Jol knew his own orgasm was soon to follow.

“Come for me,” Aeronwen whimpered, grabbing a fistful of his hair. “Come for me now! Fill me up, my big, burly blacksmith!”

Jol’s hips surged upwards, meeting her stroke for stroke. With a powerful grunt, he buried himself as deep as he could inside of her and let go. The pleasure rose inside of him like a comet soaring through the night sky, and then his prick was spurting all the pent-up lust he’d stored inside of it right into Aeronwen’s velvety little womb. His second orgasm was even stronger than his first; he shot and shot until he felt like a rag that had been wrung out and hung on a line to dry.

The two of them collapsed back against the mattress, sated and breathless. Aeronwen clung to his side, a thin sheen of sweat coating her pale skin.

“That,” Jol managed, “was worth waiting three years for.”

Aeronwen began to laugh. “I’ll say,” the mage instructor purred, curling up against him. “You and I are going to have a great deal of fun on the road together, blacksmith. I hope we didn’t just wake up the whole tavern...”

He didn’t much care if they had or not. On the morrow, he’d be leaving Littlereach—and he had no idea when or even if he’d be back. Mayor Lutz would take care of his cottage and his forge while he was gone, but there wasn’t much he could count on beyond that.

Keynes, he thought, holding Aeronwen’s naked body against his. A whole new world. The heart of the empire. A place even more dangerous than a town filled with monsters.

He just hoped he had what it took to come through it in one piece.

“I’d better sneak back over to Godfrey’s room,” he whispered, not truly wanting to. “Otherwise it’ll look strange if the two of us leave the room together in the morning…”

Aeronwen chuckled. “I don’t care if you don’t,” she purred, holding onto him tightly. “Won’t you stay? I feel so much safer sleeping with a strong, strapping young man by my side…”

He snickered at that. “I’m not young,” he insisted.

“Hush,” Aeronwen said. “You’re still a baby.”

“And you’re not old,” he added. “Gods, you’re more gorgeous than any barmaid in this village…”

“Since you meant that as a compliment,” Aeronwen said wryly, “I will choose to take it as one. In the future, however, I’d appreciate it if you don’t compare me with those floozies.”

Duly noted, he thought.

He meant to go back to Godfrey’s room. Truly. But the woman beside him felt so warm and good that when Jol closed his eyes, he was out like a light before he knew it.

They slept together in the darkness, on the verge of a new adventure.
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The next morning, Jol woke feeling more refreshed than he’d been in years.

Consciousness returned slowly. The mattresses of the Black Hand Tavern were not particularly comfortable, but even a straw bed would have felt fit for a king with a woman like Aeronwen lying beside him. The brown-haired mage snoozed gently, her cheek against the pillow and the covers bunched up around her waist. Jol could see one of her breasts, and when he looked closer, he noticed a love bite he’d placed on it at some point last night.

What a life, he thought, relaxing for a few more moments. Today I’m waking up in the middle of Littlereach. Tonight, I’ll be sleeping on the road…

It had been a long time since Jol gave up the nomadic life. He’d honestly begun to believe those days were behind him for good; Littlereach gave him everything he needed, and his career as a blacksmith provided him with enough coin and prestige to keep him comfortable and content. Before Aeronwen came to town, the only thing he’d been lacking was female companionship.

He found himself grinning like a schoolboy. He certainly didn’t lack for it now.

Aeronwen stirred beneath the covers. He leaned over and planted a kiss on the mage woman’s forehead, stirring her to full wakefulness.

“Rise and shine, Your Highness,” he said, his voice still husky with sleep. “It’s about time to be hitting the road…”

Aeronwen tilted her head to the side and gave him a long, hungry kiss. “Nuh uh,” she groaned, refusing to rise. “You’re not going anywhere, Jol Rivers. I’m not letting you leave this damned bed…”

He took his time kissing her back. Aeronwen’s body felt amazing against his own, warm and soft and inviting.

“I don’t think your man Godfrey would be too happy with us if we stayed in bed all day,” Jol said as he cupped Aeronwen’s chin. “Your bodyguard’s probably waiting for us…”

“Sod my bodyguard,” Aeronwen chuckled, pressing her body in closer. “Your body is the only thing I’m thinking about right now…”

He pulled her to him, grinning.

Three-quarters of an hour later, a very satisfied looking Aeronwen accompanied Jol down to the common room of the Black Hand Tavern. Godfrey was already sitting at one of the long tables, a half-eaten plate of breakfast and a mug of steaming coffee beside him.

“Took you two long enough,” the white-haired man grunted as they sat down. “Did you have to do battle with your pillow this morning?”

The man didn’t bother with the fiction that Jol and Aeronwen had been sleeping separately. There was no point. Jol sat down and gestured blearily at the barmaid for coffee, while Aeronwen took the seat across from him, settling down next to her bodyguard.

The woman who brought the coffee was a different one from the one who’d waited on them last night. She didn’t flirt with Jol; perhaps she too saw there was no point. He only had eyes for one woman that morning, and it wasn’t her.

“Have all the preparations been made?” Aeronwen asked.

Jol listened to the two discuss matters of foodstuffs and wagon axles, sipping the strong, dark brew the barmaid brought. Slowly life and vitality returned to him, and he began to think of the long road they had ahead of them. Even though he was glad to have done so, they really shouldn’t have slept in so late. They’d be lucky to reach another village with a proper inn before nightfall—more likely than not, they’d be bedding down in Aeronwen’s carriage that night.

Not that he’d mind. If the mage instructor was even half as eager after a day on the road as she’d been last night, he was in for one wild time indeed…

“Jol?” Godfrey’s voice returned him to his senses.

“Hmm?” The last of the coffee disappeared into his mouth. “Sorry. I’m sometimes slow to wake.”

“Perhaps someone tired you out last night,” Aeronwen said with a knowing smile.

Godfrey, however, didn’t look to be in a joking mood. “I asked you if you’d taken care of any business you need to deal with before we leave,” the white-haired man said with a look around the room. “Now that the two of you are up, we should be out of Littlereach as soon as possible.”

There was something strangely wary about Godfrey’s tone. Almost as if he was worried.

“Not that I can think of,” replied Jol after a few moments of contemplation. “Mayor Lutz will take care of my cottage while I’m gone—and thanks to Aeronwen, he’ll even be paying me for the privilege. I already have everything else I need.”

“Good.” Godfrey gave them a curt nod. “Best that we be about our business quickly, then.”

Now Aeronwen was noticing the tone, too. “What’s wrong?” she asked.

The white-haired man gave them both a stern look. “Nothing, most likely. But the town has yet to wake up from the fracas last night.”

Jol understood what he meant. Normally at this hour, the common room of the Black Hand Tavern would be full to the brim with working men, wolfing down their breakfasts before a hard day in the fields or the forest. Even on a feast day, with normal labors suspended, there were always a few drunks looking to sample the hair of the dog that bit them. But other than the grumpy barmaid, they had the place to themselves.

Where were all the peasants?

And where the hell were all the nobles who’d booked the place solid the previous night?

An uneasy feeling spread through Jol’s body. Something was wrong here. Very wrong.

The barmaid brought out some more food. Jol and Aeronwen ate swiftly and without much conversation, though the mage instructor cast fond gazes at Jol with her big brown eyes whenever she had the opportunity. Despite the danger, it was clear Jol occupied more of her mind than the people of Littlereach.

As soon as they were done with their breakfast, Godfrey rose from the table and paid the barmaid. He gestured at the door to the tavern with his chin, and the three of them filed out into the street and the late morning sun.

Though the day should have been warm, an unseasonable chill hung in the air. Cold wind tugged at Jol’s coat as he made his way to the carriage, where a pair of fresh horses waited. The gods only knew where Godfrey managed to scrounge them up on such short notice—the man had either threatened someone or paid a premium for them. Possibly both.

“And you, my lady?” Godfrey turned to Aeronwen. “Anything you need to do before we leave?”

Aeronwen didn’t correct Godfrey. Apparently she only wanted it known she was no Lady when she was talking to Jol. “I’m ready to go,” she said. She looked up and down the street, frowning. “It really is empty out here today. You’d think there’d be more people out and about, even after a night like the last one...”

Jol unconsciously reached for his daggers. He’d cleaned them both, and now they hung on his belt, in a far easier place to draw from than his boot. Should they run into any trouble, at the very least he’d be armed.

But what trouble could there possibly be in Littlereach, of all places?

Godfrey opened the carriage door and bid them enter. Jol climbed inside, giving the nearly empty street a final uneasy look. Aeronwen slid inside behind him, frowning deeply.

As soon as the door was shut, the mage instructor was practically in Jol’s lap.

“I’m glad the two of us tarried this morning,” she said with a rueful smile.

“As am I,” replied Jol.

“If we hadn’t, I’d have been waiting to suggest the two of us enjoy the carriage ride together instead. Right now, though, I’m no longer in the mood.”

Jol peered out the window. “Neither am I,” he said, running a thumb over the edge of a dagger. “Perhaps once the village is behind us, I’ll feel differently.”

Neither of them spoke much as Godfrey drove the carriage through the streets of Littlereach. The only sound was the rhythmic beat of the horses hooves on the cobblestones, along with the creak of the carriage’s back wheel every time it hit a larger than usual bump in the road. They saw no signs of trouble—but they also saw no signs of people.

“Where the hell is everyone?” Jol asked.

Aeronwen shook her head. “I haven’t the foggiest idea,” the mage instructor admitted. “There should be people out and about. Even if the peasants all decided to take the day off after the inhumi attack—which I wouldn’t blame them one bit for—the streets should be swarming with nobles.”

“Unless they all woke up very early,” Jol muttered.

“Before the sun?” Aeronwen snorted at the idea. “When have you known a noble to awaken be up and about before the cock crows, Jol Rivers?”

Jol shook his head. “There has to be some explanation. These—”

Whatever else he’d been planning to say was swallowed up by a sound like thunder. Church bells rang over the village, filling the air with their clanging peals. One of the horses reared, and Godfrey  swore as he used his whip to keep the beasts in line.

“The church?” Jol opened the window. The noise was even louder without the barrier to the sound. “There are no services today. Even if they were, surely they would have been canceled after the inhumi attack…”

Aeronwen’s face was an unreadable mask. “Godfrey,” she said, raising her voice. “Keep us away from the church. Give it a wide berth.”

“What?” Jol whirled on the woman. “We need to see what’s going on.”

But one look in Aeronwen’s eyes, and he knew.

“I know what’s going on,” the mage instructor said with a grimace. “Reports of these events have been filtering into Keynes for some time now.”

“These events?” Jol repeated, incredulous.

Aeronwen looked like this was something she’d hoped to talk to Jol about once they were safely within the walls of the Lyceum. “This… isn’t the first inhumi attack we’ve heard of recently,” the mage instructor admitted. “Granted, this is the furthest south I’ve ever seen the creatures strike. Even in the Lyceum, we had no idea they could travel this far from the Scourge without damaging themselves…”

Jol’s hackles rose.

“I think you’d better tell me what the hell is going on,” he whispered.

“Now is not the time, blacksmith,” Godfrey said. The little window at the front of the carriage separating the driver from those inside the vehicle was open, though Jol couldn’t recall seeing the man open it. “We need to leave this town immediately. The sooner we get to the Lyceum, the better.”

Something inside Jol rebelled. “This is my home,” he grunted, giving Aeronwen a hard look. “These are my people. If something evil is happening here, I’m not going to leave them to it without anyone to protect them!”

“This place is not your destiny,” Aeronwen whispered. “Jol…”

Jol was already sliding across the bench. He reached for the door of the carriage, steeling himself to jump from the moving vehicle into the street.

“Jol!” Aeronwen sounded alarmed. “Stop!”

“You’re either going to take me to the church or I’m going to walk there,” he said, his tone brooking no argument. “I won’t leave the people of Littlereach undefended, Aeronwen. You know I’m too good of a man to abandon them to their fate.”

The mage instructor’s lips set into a line as she tried to come up with some argument against Jol. Finally, she sighed.

“Take us past the church,” she said, gesturing to Godfrey.

“Lady Aeronwen,” the white-haired man said. “What if…?”

“Just past the church,” she said, shaking her head. “I didn’t say to crash the carriage into the bloody building!”

With a smart nod, Godfrey whipped the horses into shape. The carriage took the next left, heading into the village rather than towards its border. From the clomping of the horse’s hooves, it sounded as if they’d picked up a little speed, as well.

The bells rang out over the village a second time. One of the horses started at the sound, and Godfrey had to calm the creature down before they could turn the next corner. Presently they reached the main thoroughfare of the village and started in the direction of the church.

Slowly, Jol began to hear the sound of voices. Many voices, overlapping like the guests at a fancy party, but also using the same strange cadence. As if they were all speaking the same phrases, though not always at the same times.

Godfrey stiffened in his seat. “We’re near now,” he said, the reins gripped tightly in his fist. “Be on your guard…”

At the next turn, Jol got his first good look at Littlereach’s church. What he saw made his jaw drop.

A crowd had gathered across the front lawn of the church. What looked like every citizen who ought to have been out and about at that hour were clustered on the grass, sitting in rows and facing the massive double doors of the building. So many of them sat there that a newcomer would have had a hard time making their way around to climb the steps and get inside.

“What in the world…?” Jol trailed off, his eyes going as wide as saucers. He’d never seen the little village church so full. Not even on Yuletide Eve, when nearly every set of parents in Littlereach brought their children to listen to the story of the God-in-Flesh, were the pews so packed.

And why was everyone sitting outside?

“It’s worse than I feared,” Aeronwen said fretfully. “Jol, quickly—tell me about the man who preaches to these people.”

“Father Kevan?” Jol did a double take. “He’s… he’s fine, I suppose. I don’t really know him. He only arrived in town a few months ago, just after Father Kylin died…”

Aeronwen frowned. “I doubt it matters all that much.”

What was happening in this town mattered to Jol a great deal. “Why are they all doing this?” he asked, trying to comprehend what he was seeing.

“Perhaps they all found religion,” Godfrey said dryly. “A brush with death will do that to a man…”

“I’ve seen that before,” replied Jol with a shake of his head. “It doesn’t work like this.”

The closer they got, the clearer the words of the faithful became. Jol thought he could hear snatches of their conversations now; though he couldn’t quite make out all of the words, there was one that kept rising to the surface, almost clear enough that he was certain of it.

Autarch.

He thought about the dark-haired servant and his black dagger. The words the man whispered as he kissed his blade and prepared to plunge it into Mayor Lutz’s heart, they’d been a prayer. A prayer to the Autarch.

The front door of the church opened.

The crowd instantly fell silent. A tall man strode from the doorway, peering over the crowd the way a hungry lion peers over a flock of sheep. Black clothing shrouded him from head to toe, though muscles that would have suited a plowman better than a priest bulged beneath the fabric.

The sunlight shone on his head. With men like Mayor Lutz, their baldness felt like a sign of advanced age—with this man, it was something different. Father Kevan wore his baldness as if his skull had simply decided to reject hair one day in favor of a more pure approach.

The priest’s piercing blue eyes settled on Jol. “Blacksmith!” He called, spreading his arms in a tone of mock welcome. “Are you in such a hurry to be rid of us?”

Heads turned in Jol’s direction. The men and women who’d arrayed themselves on Father Kevan’s lawn were staring at him with confused expressions, as if they’d expected him to already be in their midst.

“Halt the carriage,” Jol growled.

Godfrey didn’t look happy about the command, but he reared up the horses. The wheels let out a final squeak as the vehicle settled on the cobblestones, coming to a halt directly in front of the church. Everyone stared, which made Jol feel as though he’d been asked to the front of the class in school.

How ironic, a little part of his brain thought, considering I’m on my way to the Lyceum…

“I am to go to Keynes,” he said, voicing his thoughts. “Mayor Lutz will handle my affairs while I am away.”

“He suggested it himself,” Godfrey lied.

Father Kevan’s gaze flickered to the white-haired man when he spoke. The bald priest’s eyes narrowed in annoyance, before the mask of geniality reasserted itself and he smiled at Jol once more.

“That’s good,” the priest said, as if he hadn’t heard a word Jol spoke. “Won’t you and your friends come inside? We’re about to begin the ceremony.”

As if the priest had given a hidden signal, the people sitting on the lawn began to rise. With a start, Jol realized that many of their number weren’t villagers—he was looking at the nobles who’d bivouacked at the Black Hand the previous evening.

More than anything else, seeing those nobles struck fear in Jol’s heart. He’d never seen a high-class lord or lady voluntarily sit on the grass, or go anywhere in a village like Littlereach without bitterly complaining.

“Come,” the priest said, his smile curling at the edges. “There are dead we must see to, blacksmith. Many who were attacked by the inhumi did not survive the night.”

A strange sensation tugged at Jol. Perhaps there was a reason the nobles were putting up with Littlereach’s new priest, a reason that had nothing to do with their class or their social standing.

There are dead we must see to.

A funeral. Yes.

The dead deserved their respect. They deserved to be placed in the ground with all the dignity that the citizens of Littlereach could muster.

And really, didn’t they deserve so much more…?

“We will not.”

The voice cut through his thoughts. It bounced around his skull as if amplified by magic; it was Aeronwen’s voice.

The expression on the priest’s face curdled like sour milk.

“Your grief is our grief,” the mage instructor said. “We share in your loss, people of Littlereach. But these events must be relayed to the Imperial capital at once. We can brook no delay.”

In the dark confines of the carriage, there seemed to be a glow around Aeronwen’s body: a warmth and light that felt as if it repelled the unseasonable chill of the day. Looking at her, Jol felt the strange tug in his mind lessen.

What was he thinking? A funeral was necessary, of course, but when he’d heard Father Kevan, he’d begun to think… to think that they should spend the entire day in the church, weeping and rending their garments over those the inhumi had taken.

Only now did he realize how strange that thought was. And how foreign.

The other citizens of Littlereach did not share in Jol’s revelation. Several of them rose from the yard, gathering up rocks in their fists. Looks of pure hatred and rage animated their faces, making them look ghoulish. Even the inhumi who’d attacked the village the previous night did not look so.

“Blacksmith,” Godfrey whispered. “We must go.”

Jol nodded once, quickly. The man was right.

“It is not wise to offend the dead,” Father Kevan said. “You should show these people a little more respect—”

The first rock flew through the air. It missed the carriage by a yard, but the other villagers were taking their time and judging their age. A handful of children raced across the grass, running for the cart with murderous intent in their eyes.

“Yah!” Godfrey lashed the horses. “Git!”

The carriage took off with a lurching, herky-jerky motion. Jol was slammed back into his seat as the horses raced down the lane, their hooves flashing on the cobblestones. More rocks pelted the carriage, and one flew right in through the opened window and landed on the floor next to Aeronwen’s azure bag.

Jol glanced out of the window and nearly screamed. A half-dozen noblemen from last night’s party were running down the street, trying to catch up with the carriage. For a few moments it seemed they almost might do it, but then exhaustion kicked in. The nobles fell behind, panting, and the carriage turned a corner and headed straight for the northern road.

Jol kept his eyes on the path until they were outside of Littlereach proper. Only then did he turn to Aeronwen, his eyes pleading for some kind of explanation.

The mage instructor looked as if she’d run a marathon. Aeronwen sat slumped on the bench, her back against the wooden paneling of the carriage’s interior. A faint sheen of sweat showed on her forehead.

“I told you,” Godfrey grunted. “We should have given those people a wide berth.”

Jol couldn’t believe how blasé the man was about what they’d just seen. “Are you kidding me? What the hell was that? We need to go back and help those people—”

“I just gave those people as much help as I can,” Aeronwen said. Her shoulders rose and fell rapidly, as if she’d run alongside the horses the whole way out of Littlereach. “There’s nothing else I can do for them, Jol. I’m sorry. If it helps, I believe Mayor Lutz will be alright.”

“You believe?” Jol shook his head, uncomprehending. “Aeronwen, you’ve got a great deal of explaining to do…”

“And I will,” the mage instructor promised. “Just now, though, I must rest. Please.”

Jol opened his mouth to protest, but Godfrey cut him off.

“You’d better listen to her, blacksmith,” the man growled over his shoulder. “Lady Aeronwen just saved your life. Saved both of our lives.”

It finally clicked. The flushed expression on Aeronwen’s face, the way she looked as if she’d been running for hours. She did a spell, he realized. Somehow she saved us from those people…

From Father Kevan.

And for whatever had been waiting for them inside of that church.

“Alright,” Jol replied. “Fine. We should all calm down after that.”

With a nod, Aeronwen slumped over. Within moments, the mage instructor was asleep.
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Aeronwen slept until nightfall.

Jol expected her to have trouble slumbering deeply in a bumpy carriage, but the mage instructor was dead to the world from the moment she passed out. She remained so for the rest of the morning and through the long afternoon, while Jol watched the miles slowly pass by.

Once they were far enough away from Littlereach not to fear assault, Godfrey slowed the horses. They moved at an easy trot, so that the squeak of the carriage’s back wheel formed a gentle, rhythmic soundtrack to their journey. Jol found himself drifting off a time or two, but every time he did he began to dream of what he’d witnessed outside of the church. Thoughts of Father Kevan and his invitation disturbed him; he slept fitfully and spent more time simply staring out the window wishing he had one of Aeronwen’s novels than actually getting any rest.

He tried to talk to Godfrey once or twice, but the man remained tight-lipped. Whenever Jol attempted to start a conversation, the man simply gestured through the window at the sleeping Aeronwen and shook his head. Later, he was saying.

Jol didn’t mind. He could wait. If the military taught a young man how to do anything, it was that.

The farms beyond Littlereach were a bustle of activity. Hands in the fields waved at the carriage as it passed by, and Jol soon found himself waving back. It didn’t feel quite right to impersonate a noble—for these villagers no doubt thought there must be a man of quality sitting inside such a fine vehicle—but at least it helped take his mind off everything that was going on.

The inhumi. Here, in Littlereach. It seemed impossible; like a children’s horror story brought to life. This far from the Heathen North, inhumi were little more than tales old women told before bedtime to scare those too young to understand who the real monsters were. Even in the Expeditionary Force, Jol had never seen them because his travels had never taken him that far up north.

What in the world were they doing here? And why had they changed the population of Littlereach so radically in a single day?

Thinking about that kept him from thinking about his journey. There was no denying it now; Jol was on the road to Keynes, the Imperial Capital. Two weeks from now, he’d be standing at the gates of the Lyceum, presenting himself to the Second Empire’s mage cadre for training. A whole new world was about to open up to him, one he couldn’t even have imagined on all those long days working the forge.

Jol was sipping from a waterskin as the sun went down over the Eastern Reach. The wind that blew in through the window had grown chilly at last. He grabbed a blanket from beneath the seat and draped it over the sleeping Aeronwen, only for the mage instructor to slowly open her brown eyes and blink.

“Hello there, handsome,” Aeronwen whispered. “Did you manage to sleep?”

“A little,” Jol said, his mood already beginning to lighten.

“Good.”

Aeronwen propped herself up on one elbow and drew him in for a kiss. Her soft, pillowy lips felt like a dip in a cool spring and left Jol tingling with excitement by the time she pulled away.

“I don’t think I’m ever going to get tired of that,” the mage instructor said with a smile.

Jol didn’t, either.

Godfrey slowed the carriage down and moved it to the side of the road. He hopped from the high seat and pulled out two bags of feed, attaching them to the necks of the horses by an ingenious set of hooks and buckles. They ate greedily, while one of them urinated all over the grass in a noisy stream. Godfrey made sure to step lightly around that one.

“We’re making good time, my Lady, but not good enough.” The white-haired man searched the sky, as if it held hidden signposts telling him how much further it was to the next village. “If we push on to Lot’s Ferry, it’ll be midnight before we arrive at the village gates.”

Aeronwen hopped out of the side of the carriage, bidding Jol follow. It was good to stretch his legs after so many hours cooped up in the little interior cabin.

“Very well,” Aeronwen said, sighing and stretching. “What do you suggest?”

Godfrey continued scanning the landscape. “We pull up there,” he finally said, gesturing at a thicket of trees some distance away. “Drive off the main path a bit, just far enough to hide the carriage from passersby. We sleep inside the vehicle tonight, then continue on in the morning. One person keeps watch at a time, just to be on the safe side.”

Jol found himself nodding along. It was just what he would have done.

“You think we can get back on the path in the morning?” he asked, casting a skeptical eye at the rolling hills. “Might be we throw an axle running over uneven ground.”

The smile Godfrey gave him in return told him the older man had already thought of that problem and solved it. “We’ll back it off the path, guiding the horses every few steps,” the white-haired man explained. “Or rather, I will, as I’m the only one in the party with any experience at horsecraft. Unless you have some hidden talent I don’t know about, blacksmith?”

Jol shook his head. “In the Force, we used horses to get from one place to another. Nothing more.”

“Thought so.” The man gave a smart nod. “We’ll draw the carriage off the beaten path, then I’ll get a little fire going. As long as it’s not too big, it shouldn’t be a problem.” He looked Jol up and down, his lips pressing together. “Either you or Lady Aeronwen should take the first watch.”

Jol found the idea curious. “Why is that?”

“Because I’ll take the second,” the man said, glancing between Jol and his charge. “No offense to either of you, but if I’m asleep and the two of you are awake at the same time, I doubt it’ll be the camp you’re keeping your attention on.”

Aeronwen had the temerity to blush. “Godfrey!”

“Just calling it as I see it,” the white-haired man said. “You disagree, blacksmith?”

Jol couldn’t keep the grin off of his face. “No, you’re totally right,” he said, chuckling. “I wouldn’t be able to help myself.”

Aeronwen looked flattered by his honesty.

Together, they drove the carriage down past the next set of fields and past the forest edge. Shortly after the point where the path disappeared between the trees, Godfrey backed the carriage into a thicket with the horses closest to the road. Jol and Aeronwen both acted as spotters, the latter summoning a ball of light above her head to help Godfrey see his work as the sun disappeared over the horizon.

It wasn’t the most elegant solution in the world, but it ought to keep them safe for the night. From the center of camp, Jol could have tossed a stone and just barely hit the edge of the forest road. Someone searching for them specifically would likely find them, but the odds of anyone knowing they were there were slim. In the darkness, with the beat of horses hooves or the creaking of a cart, no one passing by would have the slightest idea how close they were.

The fire Godfrey lit was small indeed; barely more than a flickering flame with a circle of dirt surrounding it. Jol dragged a couple of logs from deeper into the woods to serve as makeshift chairs, and once they’d all taken turns trudging a short distance away to take care of nature’s call, they settled down for an evening meal.

“I took the liberty of securing us enough provisions to last us the entire trip,” Godfrey explained. “Given what we know about the inhumi, there’s no guarantee that we’ll run into a village along the way safe enough to spend any extended length of time in. The food won’t be fancy, but it will keep us going.”

Fancy? What Godfrey removed from the carriage’s storage was practically a feast! Fresh bread, sliced cheese, and half a ham were secreted in the first bag. The bread was still faintly warm from the baker’s ovens—or at least that’s what Jol told himself as he bit into his section of the loaf.

“This is incredible,” he murmured over his meal.

A sly look spread over the driver’s face. “Enjoy it,” the white-haired man said. “We eat the stuff that spoils first. In a week, we’ll have nothing but dried fruit and salt beef…”

Dried fruit and salt beef was still a great deal better than many of the things Jol had had to live on in his travels. But he didn’t boast about it.

“That will be more than fine,” he said, nodding his head with gratitude. “There is one thing that interests me, however, Sir Godfrey.”

“Just Godfrey will be fine, thanks,” the man said, chuckling to himself as he cut off a bit of the ham. “What do you wish to know, blacksmith?”

“You purchased our provisions before we ran afoul of Father Kevan at the church,” Jol said mildly. “And yet you seemed to already know that the villages we would pass along our travels in the Eastern Reach might be… different than they once were.”

Godfrey and Aeronwen shared a look. “Aye,” the white-haired man grunted.

“I was wondering how you could have possibly known that,” Jol said.

To his surprise, it was Aeronwen who spoke. “I suppose we owe you a great many answers, don’t we, Jol?”

He wouldn’t have phrased it like that. But if Aeronwen was going to put it so plainly, he had no reason to disagree. He nodded.

For a few moments they all stared into the fire, watching the crackling flames. Eventually, Aeronwen spoke.

“How much do you know about the Heathen North?” she asked.

It was a strange way to begin a conversation. Jol glanced at Godfrey, but the man was simply staring ahead, nursing a mug of something hot.

“They’re our enemy,” Jol ventured. “Granted, as a member of the Expeditionary Force I was never directly involved in the war—”

Godfrey snorted. “Bullshit,” the man said, sitting up straighter on his stump. “Everyone knows that’s a lie.”

Jol gave a start. “Excuse me?”

“The Expeditionary Force might not fight on the battlefield, but they’re far from idle when it comes to the war effort. It’s an open secret that they perform special projects for the Crown. Hunting down ancient artifacts, removing important people from dangerous warzones, that kind of thing.” Godfrey waggled a finger in Jol’s direction. “So don’t lie to us, blacksmith.”

“I wasn’t lying,” Jol snapped.

Godfrey laughed. “Sure.”

“None of this is relevant,” Aeronwen said, lifting a hand to silence them both. “The Heathen North is known as heathen for the simple reason that they don’t follow the same religion that we do. Actually, they don’t appear to follow any organized religion at all. From what those who’ve traveled to the region tell us, they subscribe to a crude form of animism. They believe spirits—gods—inhabit everything, from the trees and the grasses to the very stones we walk upon.”

“Nonsense,” Godfrey said. The man was very intent on checking his nails all of a sudden. “There’s only the God-in-Flesh, and He doesn’t bother himself with rocks.”

Jol nodded. He’d grown up hearing stories of the God-in-Flesh, of course. Every young person did. He believed in the church the same way a man believed the sun rose and set on the other side of the world. It was there, it was almost certainly real, but it was so remote as to be barely a part of his day to day life.

“Regardless, the northerners believe that almost anything can be a god,” Aeronwen continued, unperturbed. “Even a creature those of us in the civilized world might consider quite wicked. Even one we might consider an abomination.”

The implication hit Jol like a punch in the gut. “You’re talking about the inhumi,” he said.

Aeronwen nodded.

“But that’s insane. The inhumi—they’re monsters. Not gods!”

Godfrey snorted. “What is a god to these people except a monster that’s grown so big they can no longer ignore it?”

Aeronwen gave the man a sharp look, but didn’t correct him. “We have little contact with the Heathen North,” the mage instructor explained, looking into the flames. “Figuring out more about it is one of the primary goals of the Lyceum’s mages, but our best scrying efforts have always been blocked. There’s some sort of magical shroud surrounding the entire region.”

Jol thought he’d been surprised before! “The whole region?” He blurted.

“Powerful stuff, no?” Godfrey laughed, sipping his drink.

Aeronwen gave the man another sharp look. It was clear that she’d rather have done this without all the interruptions, but Godfrey was determined to get a word in now and then. Jol wondered if the man had been drinking.

“We don’t know how the Heathen Mages maintain such a powerful enchantment,” Aeronwen admitted. “We think it must have something to do with the Scourge.”

Jol swallowed hard.

“I’ve heard of that,” he whispered. “I wish I hadn’t, though…”

Anyone with any connection to the military had. Godfrey could say what he wanted about the far northerners being heathens and tree worshippers, but the Scourge was the true reason the Second Empire could never leave the Heathen North to its own devices.

No one was quite sure how it started or where it came from. Some of the earliest legends of the Second Empire mentioned it; the annals of the First Emperor Vespasian made reference to the ‘great Northern waste’ and made note of the need to station troops there. Nothing grew in the Scourge. Nothing could be built in the Scourge.

And every few months, like clockwork, monsters emerged from deep within its heart.

Jol had never asked himself the question before. But now that Aeronwen brought it up, he found it impossible to ignore. How did the Heathen Mages of the north manage to live so closely to the Scourge without being wiped out?

It was a mystery.

“Numerous plagues of monsters have been birthed from the Scourge,” Aeronwen said, her voice slipping into a didactic tone as she watched the flickering flames. It was soothing yet invigorating, and it made Jol realize that she was probably a very skilled instructor, indeed. “They spread from there, but they do not stay there. Many of them travel the length and breadth of the continent, breeding like rats while the troops of the Second Empire try their best to stamp them out.”

Jol nodded. He’d been part of many such stamping campaigns.

“Even the inhumi,” Aeronwen added. “It’s believed that they are the Scourge’s most successful plague of all. And the reason for the… changes that have been happening in the north over the past few years…”

A vein in Jol’s jaw flexed. “Changes?”

Aeronwen and Godfrey shared a look. They must have had a conversation some time ago regarding how much of this to tell him, and they’d decided the answer was ‘all of it’. “It’s not common knowledge,” Aeronwen began, “and it’s not something that you ought to repeat in public.”

“Not that anyone would believe you if you did,” Godfrey snickered. “You’d be labeled a madman, or worse.”

“The Heathen Mages don’t just revere the inhumi,” Aeronwen said, as if the confession pained her. “They’ve allowed them a seat at the table.”

“More like a throne,” Godfrey interjected.

Jol blinked. “But they’re monsters,” he said, glancing back over his shoulder in the direction of Littlereach. “Devils. How could any right-thinking person join the cause of a fiend who’d eat their children and grind their bones to make bread…?”

“Because they’re not right-thinking,” Godfrey said, before Aeronwen could speak. “They’re not in their right minds, blacksmith. Don’t you understand yet? Haven’t you seen it with your own eyes?”

He hadn’t—and then, sickeningly, he realized he had.

“Littlereach,” he muttered, thinking of Father Kevan and his call for a  ‘celebration’ of the dead. “It’s exactly what happened in Littlereach, after the inhumi fled…”

Slowly, Aeronwen nodded. “Scattered reports of this effect have reached us in the Lyceum. The first few that came to Keynes were not believed—the ones that arrived immediately after were taken by the Second Empire’s intelligence forces and secreted away under the auspices of ‘state secrecy.’”

“Ridiculous,” Godfrey muttered.

Aeronwen looked like she agreed. “The point is, the initial assault is just the beginning of what the inhumi do to a population. The greater part of the damage comes later, once whatever enchantment the creatures carry is allowed to take hold.”

“It twists them,” Godfrey added. “Corrupts them. Turns them into something less than human beings.”

Could it be true?

The people in Littlereach were acting strangely, certainly. So much so that a visit from one of the Lyceum’s mages would have likely been in order. But what caused such a thing? The combined stress of a fierce battle and a terrible tragedy?

Or evil magic?

“I’ve read letters,” Aeronwen whispered. “Written by the few unfortunate souls to survive an inhumi attack without feeling the pull of their corrupting magics. From what I understand, the events at the church are the least of what will happen to Littlereach now that the plague has been allowed to spread.”

What? Jol sat up straighter, practically on the edge of panic. “You’re joking!”

“Believe me, I wish I was,” Aeronwen said ruefully.

Jol’s mind swam. “But if that’s the case, then we should have never left them,” he blurted, thinking how quickly they could get back to Littlereach if they left now. Perhaps even faster if they unhitched the horses and rode without the carriage. “We have to go back, Aeronwen. We have to fight…!”

He trailed off. The look Aeronwen was giving him left little doubt what their fates would be if they tried.

“We are two mages and a blacksmith,” Aeronwen said. “A very handsome and brave blacksmith, to be sure, but still just one man. If we traveled back to Littlereach now, Jol, we would find ourselves burnt at the stake. Or worse.”

“It’s lucky we got out when we did,” Godfrey drawled. “Now that I think about it, blacksmith, I suppose the fact that we left so easily proves the Lady Aeronwen’s theory about your magic.”

Hmm? Jol didn’t follow.

“One of the things we’ve discovered about the inhumi’s corruptive magic is that it doesn’t affect those who are themselves capable of performing magic,” Aeronwen explained with a guilty expression. “Half the reason Godfrey was willing to check and verify that the town had been taken over was the knowledge we could escape the villager’s clutches if we needed to. Their calls to join in their ‘ceremonies’ would not touch us.” A smile spread across the woman’s face. “And they did not touch you either, Jol Rivers.”

Ice filled the pit of Jol’s stomach. He thought back to that moment when Father Kevan spread his arms wide, inviting them all inside of the darkness of the church. Exulting them to do their duty to the dead; to grieve and rend their garments and perform whatever rituals necessary to put their spirits to rest.

Hadn’t he felt the temptation to join them?

Even if only for a moment?

Aeronwen blinked. The expression on her face changed. “Jol, are you alright? You look as if you’ve seen a ghost…”

“I…” Jol shook his head. “You say it would have been, er, noticeable if I were affected by the inhumi’s magics?”

Both Aeronwen and Godfrey laughed at that.

“It would have been obvious,” Aeronwen said, her dark brown eyes dancing with mirth. “I would have had to drag you away from that church, Jol. And I would have, too. The Second Empire is not willing to lose a valuable resource so easily.”

Maybe. But deep down, Jol thought Aeronwen had another reason why she’d have kept him alive and by her side at all costs.

Thinking about it filled him with pride. And it lessened the nagging worry in the back of his mind that whispered that even if he hadn’t gone crawling on his hands and knees, he had been tempted by Father Kevan’s offer. Something about the dark magic in the church had called out to him…

No. No, Aeronwen would know better than him. If she said he was unaffected by the magic, then he was unaffected by the magic.

“So now you know,” Godfrey said, leaning back on his stump. “You know the truth about the threat we face, blacksmith. That our enemies are not merely physical but magical in nature.”

“I do,” Jol said, stunned. Nothing had ever happened to him like this since he’d left the Expeditionary Force. He’d begun to believe that world events truly no longer concerned him.

He’d almost been right.

“Good.” The white-haired man studied him in a way that was too casual by half. “Got anything you want to say?”

Jol managed to laugh. “Don’t worry, Godfrey. I’m not going to blab about this to anyone.” He shook his head, remembering what he’d been told. “It’s like you said. Who would ever believe me?”

“Our trust in Jol was not misplaced,” Aeronwen said in a soothing tone. “Godfrey,  please. You may stop now.”

Huh?

With a flourish more appropriate to an acrobat or a circus performer, the white-haired man removed the object behind his back and tucked it away. With shock, Jol realized he’d been carrying a crossbow.

How long had he had that?

Jol’s jaw dropped as the realization hit him. “You were going to kill me,” he said, his mouth going dry.

There was no remorse in Godfrey’s eyes. “Depending on how you acted,” the man said with a shrug. “If you said something to indicate that you already knew—meaning that you’re either a Heathen spy or your mind truly had been addled by Father Kevan and his antics. Either way, we could not let a dangerous man like that enter the Lyceum.” He patted the crossbow like an old friend. “No telling how much trouble a fellow like that could start.”

Anger filled Jol. “You were going to shoot me!”

“But he didn’t,” Aeronwen said. “Calm down, Jol. This was for our own protection.”

He whirled on Aeronwen. The fact that Godfrey didn’t trust him didn’t really bother him all that much. The man had a look about him that said he didn’t trust anybody, much less an outsider. But Aeronwen?

Bloody hell, he’d shared her bed.

“You can’t have possibly thought I was a threat to you,” he growled, torn between pushing the point and letting it go. “Really, Aeronwen, that’s too much!”

The mage instructor held her head high. “I did not,” she admitted, giving him a remorseful look. “There was no doubt in my mind that you would pass Godfrey’s test, Jol. But you did need to be tested. You will be tested at the Lyceum, in any case.”

“I’m her bodyguard, blacksmith,” the white-haired man said breezily. “It’s all part of my job. You can’t be upset at me for taking my duties seriously.”

He supposed he couldn’t. But that didn’t stop him from being irritated with Aeronwen.

“I’m not going to forget this easily,” he told the brown-haired woman, crossing his arms over his chest.

A sly smile curled at the corner of Aeronwen’s mouth. “Don’t worry, I’ll make it up to you,” she chuckled, nibbling her bottom lip. “By the time I’m done with you, you won’t have anything to be mad about…”

Godfrey coughed. “Not tonight, you won’t,” he snapped.

Jol’s head turned. Aeronwen’s did, too.

“The blacksmith takes the first watch,” the white-haired man insisted. “I’ll handle the second, my Lady, and I’ll wake you up when it’s time for you to take over your duties.”

“Which will be five minutes before we all would have gotten up anyway, no doubt,” Aeronwen said, narrowing her eyes. “If you’re just going to let me sleep, Godfrey, why not take the first watch?”

Jol found this conversation uncomfortable. Not in the least because Godfrey was old enough to be both Jol and Aeronwen’s father. As much as he wanted to spend another evening in the mage instructor’s embrace, perhaps it was a better idea to just go along with what her bodyguard said.

“It’s fine,” Jol said, cutting both of them off before they could start fighting over it. “Really. You two go lay down, and I’ll stay up for a while.”

Aeronwen didn’t look happy about it, but she wasn’t about to argue. “Very well,” the mage instructor said. Then she turned and her eyes narrowed as she looked at Godfrey. “But don’t think that I’ll forget this, either.”

The white-haired man yawned. “All to the good, then. Blacksmith, I’m going to go lie down. I’ll be back in a few hours.”

His words made Jol do a double take. “Surely you’ll need me to wake you?”

Godfrey shook his head. “I place a ward about me before I slumber. Shakes me a bit after the amount of time I tell it to wait has passed. A useful little cantrip—you should learn it as soon as you can, once you get to the Lyceum.”

That did sound awfully convenient. “If I’m even able to learn magic,” he said, trying to keep the bitterness out of his tone. What were the chances he was going on this long journey for nothing?

Of course, if it weren’t for the journey, he’d be back in Littlereach worshiping the dead with Father Kevan and his flock. So maybe he had no reason to complain.

“I’m sure you’ll be fine,” Godfrey said. “Lady Aeronwen, the carriage is yours.”

As soon as the man disappeared through the trees with his sleeping bag, Aeronwen was off the log and in Jol’s arms. The kiss she gave him was every bit as hot as their campfire, and twice as exciting.

Aeronwen looked angry when she broke the kiss. “Sod that man,” she whispered, shaking her head. “I have half a mind to drag you into my carriage and not allow you to leave until I’m well and truly satisfied…”

With a smirk, Jol kissed her again. Her breasts felt soft and fine beneath her riding cloak, and her nipples stiffened beneath his touch. Suddenly he had little doubt that she would take him to the carriage if he wanted, and use him quite thoroughly, at that.

But Godfrey was barely a stone’s throw away.

Aeronwen looked into his eyes and sighed. “Yes, I suppose you’re right,” she grumbled. “Raincheck?”

He laughed and gave her ass a squeeze. “You’ve got it,” he said, dropping his voice and holding her close. “The next time I can get a bed underneath us both, ‘Lady’ Aeronwen, I’ll show you what I can do…”

After a few more good-night kisses, the mage instructor headed off to the carriage. She climbed inside and closed the door, leaving Jol alone with the fire—and his thoughts.

It was going to be a long night.
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Jol stared into the flames.

Godfrey insisted he wouldn’t rest long, but from the way the moon hung in the sky, he could tell a great amount of time had passed since he’d settled on his log by the fire. The last of his water skin had been drunk what felt like ages ago, and he’d made a pair of uneventful trips a few steps into the woods to relieve himself. Other than that, there’d been nothing to do.

In a way, that was reassuring. Though neither Aeronwen nor Godfrey had made any reference to it, he could tell from the way they carried themselves and the way they watched the woods that they feared an attack from Littlereach. Father Kevan had let them leave, more interested in his ‘ceremony’ than in stopping a trio of outsiders from escaping. But they’d taken pains to hide themselves for a reason, and only a fool would have allowed himself to believe he was completely safe in these woods.

Every now and then, he took one of his daggers from the loops on his belt and studied it in the reflection of the firelight. They were still sharp, and the one he’d used to stab Mayor Lutz’s would-be assassin had been meticulously cleaned of blood. No one but Jol himself would have been able to tell which weapon did the deed.

“Gods, Mayor Lutz,” he muttered, turning the weapon this way and that. “I hope the poor man is alright. If he’s got any sense, he’ll have barricaded himself in my cottage and hidden under the bed—”

Jol froze. A pair of eyes danced in the reflection of the blade.

He nearly shot from the log, drawing both of his daggers and gripping them tight. For a moment, he dared to hope that it was Godfrey, returning at last—then that he was staring at a floating, suspended face in mid-air, with pale cheeks and dark, staring eyes.

Then the woman stepped forward.

Instantly, Jol knew he was looking at no human. The woman was pale—so pale that Jol originally mistook the rest of her body for a trick of the moonlight. Her clothes were simple, her hair as dark as her skin was white, but it was her eyes that commanded Jol’s attention.

Those eyes were as green as emeralds.

Jol thought to shout for Godfrey, but by the time the man rose the woman would be on him. Besides, he wasn’t sure he wanted the creature to know just how many of them there were at the camp. If this strange, pale woman didn’t know about Aeronwen, she’d be safe.

“Who are you?” Jol hissed. “Show yourself!”

The woman—human or not—stepped forward into the circle of light cast by the campfire. Viewed up close, she looked even stranger than before. Her eyes were huge, the faint green glow around them making them look even larger than they had from a distance.

There was a puddle beneath her. A puddle.

She was dripping wet. Jol had no idea where the nearest body of water was, but he didn’t think it was anywhere close.

The woman’s big green eyes pivoted to his knife. “Are you going to stab me with those, Exalted One?” she asked. She sounded curious, like she didn’t mind if he wanted to try.

It was such an unexpected question that it caught Jol off-guard. “I haven’t decided yet,” he said, looking from the woman to the carriage and back again. “Who the hell are you? Did you come from Littlereach?”

“Little… reach?” The woman cocked her head to the side, frowning. “No. I live here. In these woods.”

Jol had heard of unfortunates who were forced to live apart from the rest of humanity. Often these were people with mental or physical issues that kept them from fitting in with the people in their own village. Sometimes they were criminals, and every now and then a hermit decided to secede from the rest of the world.

Jol guessed this woman belonged to the first category.

Except she seemed less like a wayward villager than one of the monsters he’d seen roaming Littlereach.

“Who are you?” Jol demanded. What are you? Was the question he wanted to ask, but couldn’t find the word.

A strange smile spread across the woman’s features. “My name would burn the tongue from your mouth and turn your eyes to cinders,” she said, taking another halting step towards the fire. “One day you will speak it true, but only if you become the man you are truly destined to be.”

Jol sidestepped that entirely. “I can’t very well carry on a conversation with you if you don’t have a name,” he insisted.

The woman’s smile widened. Her lips were very pouty and very red, which only highlighted the paleness of her skin and the faint glow of her eyes. “Very well,” the woman said. “You may call me Envy, if it pleases you. Exalted One.”

Envy, Jol thought. Of course.

The urge to wake Godfrey rose up within him once more. Though the woman wasn’t attacking him, she seemed strange. Dangerous. He wasn’t sure what to do.

“You’re frightened,” Envy said. “Do not worry, Exalted One. There is no reason for you to fear me.”

He didn’t believe that for a moment. “Godfrey,” he said, raising his voice. It came out quieter than he intended, his throat seized with fear. “We have an intruder…”

Envy frowned. “Who?”

His eyes, traitors that they were, flickered over to the carriage. “Aeronwen,” he wheezed, fighting through what felt like an invisible fist around his vocal cords. “Help…”

The pale woman’s eyes lit up. “The woman!” she said, slapping her hips with a smile. “The woman sleeps, Exalted One. The man, too, though he should have woken several minutes ago.”

“His wards,” Jol realized, his heart dropping. “What did you do to them?”

The woman shrugged. “Turned them off,” she said, as if it had been the simplest thing in the world to do so. “I’ll allow him to wake when I leave, Exalted One. I do not want anyone to interrupt our conversation.”

She snuck up on two instructors of the Imperial Lyceum, Jol thought. She took their enchantments and shredded the damned things like tissue paper…

What the hell was this woman?

Whatever she was, she was powerful enough that two of the empire’s mages were powerless against her.

Suddenly it dawned on Jol that waving daggers in this creature’s face might be a deadly mistake.

“Are you going to hurt me?” Jol asked, watching the pale woman. “Are you going to hurt my friends?”

To her credit, the woman who called herself Envy looked hurt by the accusation. “Never, Exalted One!”

Gritting his teeth, Jol pushed down every instinct of self-preservation he had. Moving slowly, he slid first one dagger then the second back into the loops at his belt. He sat down on the log he’d been occupying before, certain as he did that any moment, the dark-haired woman would spring forward, transform into an inhuman monster and eat him whole.

She did not. It should have made him feel better, but it only concerned him more.

“Sit,” Jol grunted, gesturing at the seat opposite his. “And tell me why you keep calling me ‘Exalted One.’”

“Because that’s who you are, sir,” Envy snickered, settling herself on the log. She crossed one leg over the other, and Jol was treated to the sight of a pale, shapely, well-formed leg. Underneath her peasant robes, the woman was apparently naked as a jaybird. “Exalted.”

Jol was already shaking his head. “No one’s ever exalted me,” he insisted. “I’m just a simple country blacksmith. A veteran, with honor enough from that, but no hero. I have no medals hanging beneath my shirt, Envy.”

“You need no medals.” Envy’s gaze was curiously fixed on his, her wide eyes staring with a kind of fascination. If a legendary hero from a children’s storybook had suddenly arrived in Littlereach and began prancing up and down the main thoroughfare on his white horse, the young people of the village might have looked at him the way Envy was looking at Jol.

It made him uneasy.

“You are the Exalted One,” Envy said, again as if it were the most obvious thing in the world. “How can these people look at you and not know it? How can they not see what we see?”

“What do you see?” Jol asked.

A crazed look entered the woman’s eyes. “You were touched,” she said, leaning forward on her log and dropping her voice to a whisper. “Touched by one of the Seven!”

“The Seven?” He’d never heard the term. It was as foreign to him as that strange word the servant used: autarch.

“An ancient god—a god in chains!” Envy cried. Jol could have been imagining it, but he swore the pale woman’s eyes were glowing even brighter than they had been a few moments ago. “You freed it, Exalted One. You were granted a boon!”

Ancient memories slithered in the back of Jol’s mind, moving just beneath the level of his conscious thought. A shudder passed through him, though he couldn’t have said why.

“A boon?” He asked.

“Yes,” Envy insisted. “It’s why the man and the woman are so interested in you, even though you’re nothing like them. Well, the woman is interested in you for another reason as well, but you already know all about that.”

Her grin unnerved him. “How do you what Aeronwen and I have been doing—”

“I’ve been watching you,” the pale woman said simply. “Scrying. My Master gave me the assignment months ago.”

Months? That was before Aeronwen arrived in the village of Littlereach. Hells, that might even have been before his enchanted helmet saved Ser Jeroboam’s life!

“That’s not possible,” Jol said, shaking his head. “You’re lying. You’re one of the inhumi—they do nothing but lie!”

Envy snickered as if he’d said something incredibly funny. “The inhumi? No, they are but tools. Good tools—tools the Seven are proud of—but they’re not capable of bringing the Second Empire to its knees. Not like you, Exalted One.”

Jol couldn’t believe what he was hearing. “Me?”

“You carry my Master’s boon,” the pale woman said, her eyes glowing like the fabric of magic itself. “The woman and those she serves wish to bring your boon to their Lyceum, so they can pin it down under a glass slide and exploit it for all that it’s worth. They don’t understand that it will be the seed that brings the Second Empire crumbling to the ground. That’s right, Jol Rivers. You are the Master’s tool. Not the inhumi—”

Jol had heard enough of this woman’s ramblings.

“I don’t have the faintest idea what you’re talking about!” he growled defensively. Memory bubbled beneath the surface of his awareness, threatening to break through. “I told you, I’m no one special! You’re speaking lies—”

“I speak the truth,” Envy insisted. “I only speak the truth, Exalted One. That’s part of the reason my Master bid me come and see you tonight.”

Jol could take it no longer. “Part of the reason? Why else have you come here? Other than to try and drive me stark raving mad?”

Envy blinked. “To save your life,” she said simply.

Jol was poleaxed.

“My life?” He managed to sputter.

Envy nodded like a bobblehead. “You’re going to die tonight,” the pale woman said. She spoke it with the same certainty a man might say the sun came up tomorrow, or with which a housewife might pull the washing down from the clothesline when she smells rain on the wind. “You’ll die within the next hour, Exalted One, unless I save you.”

She was lying. She had to be—after all, she was crazy. The Seven? Jol’s power being the key to bringing down the entire Second Empire? Such things were the stuff of fables.

Jol was tempted to ask the strange woman if she knew who the Autarch was.

Instead, a different question came tumbling from his lips.

“You say I’m going to die,” Jol said.

Envy nodded mutely.

“How?” It was insane to ask a depraved, lying creature like Envy such a thing. It was only furthering his own slide into madness; making his sanity feel like a spool of thread that had been worked too thinly on the loom. Too much pressure and it would snap.

But how could he resist? What man wouldn’t hear a premonition of his own death, if he had the opportunity to stop it from happening?

Envy certainly didn’t hesitate to tell him. “The man who’s coming,” she said, gesturing vaguely in the direction of the road. “He’ll be here soon. He has two… no, three armed men with him. A small group. Once they catch you, they’ll hang you from the nearest tree. That’s how you’ll die.”

Jol swallowed hard. For a moment, he could feel the pressure of a noose around his neck, could hear the surge of his own blood in his ears. The impression faded as quickly as it came, but the fear remained.

“There’s no man,” he insisted. “It’s the middle of the night—”

But suddenly he could hear something.

The sound of horses’ hooves moving down the road. The beasts traveled slowly, their riders taking their time—stopping every few moments as if they were scanning the treeline. Damn it.

Jol shared a look with Envy. A truly chilling smile spread across the pale woman’s face.

“He’s here,” she whispered, sounding almost eager.

The horses moved until they sounded like they were directly in front of Jol, then stopped. His heart pounded against his ribcage, so loudly that it seemed impossible the men along the path couldn’t hear it. What were they waiting for?

They found the tracks, Jol thought. We weren’t careful enough hiding the carriage. We left broken branches behind, or gouges in the mud…

The horses moved past, slowly clomping down the trail.

Relief flooded Jol’s bloodstream. He glanced over at Envy, expecting the strange woman to look surprised, but she was merely grinning like a cat with an entire bowl full of cream.

They’re moving away, Jol mouthed, trusting in the strange woman to be able to read his lips. They’re not going to find us—

A branch snapped not five feet away.

Jol sprang to his feet, but the trio of men were already pushing through the trees and into the little clearing. Two of the men wore the boiled leather tunics the men of Littlereach kept in their closets in case of attack, while the third sauntered into the firelight in the vestments of a priest, the firelight shining on his bald head. The fourth entered behind them a moment later, dressed in white, with the bridles of all their horses clutched in his hand.

One man carried a heavy ax, and the other a crossbow. Father Kevan wielded no weapon, yet Jol sensed the man was the most dangerous of them all.

“Blacksmith!” Father Kevan stretched his arms wide, grinning like a fox. “I thought I heard you snoozing by the roadside!”

Jol’s daggers flew from the hooks in his belt to his hands. He glanced over at Envy as he drew his weapons, but no one seemed to even have noticed the pale woman sitting on the log. They looked at him, but stared right through the creature.

Which was a tall order, considering how creepy she looked.

Envy met his gaze and smiled. “They cannot see me,” she said, giggling like her existence was a shared joke just between the two of them. “They cannot hear me, either.”

Jol was starting to feel like he was going insane. Part of him wanted to yell for Godfrey and Aeronwen, to stir the mages from their beds, but another part of him knew that calling for them would have no effect. Whatever spell Envy had cast upon the camp held them fast.

“You took off speedily from the village,” Father Kevan grumbled. “You didn’t even give us time to give you a proper goodbye, blacksmith. Not very sporting of you.”

“Not very nice,” the thug with the ax said, slapping the hilt against his palm.

Jol glanced over at Envy. The pale woman grinned madly.

“Make no mistake, you are not insane,” she assured Jol. “I’m really here. I just cannot be perceived by these men. At least not in this form,” she added with a chuckle.

Father Kevan looked around. “Where are your friends?” he asked flatly. “I wish to speak with that rude noblewoman.”

The man with a crossbow gave a vicious smile. “Methinks they’re in the carriage,” he said, gesturing with the sharp point of the bolt he’d already loaded into the weapon. “Probably waiting hand and foot on Her Highness’s royal kitty…!”

He laughed, and the other thug laughed along with him. But Father Kevan was frowning.

“No,” the bald man said, his muscles rippling beneath his vestments. “That woman only had eyes for our blacksmith. Isn’t that right, Jol?”

Jol was still looking at Envy like she might get him out of this mess. He was being so obvious about it that two of the thugs began glancing in the same direction as Jol, trying to figure out what it was he was seeing on the edge of camp that they couldn’t.

“You must touch me,” Envy whispered.

“Jol!” Father Kevan’s voice was the one he used to catch a boy sleeping in the pews on a tenth day. “Are you not listening to me, blacksmith? Have you lost your wits?”

“Maybe those Imperial mages took ‘em from him,” the man with the ax guffawed.

How ironic, Jol thought, for you to be lecturing me about losing your wits…

“Touch me,” Envy growled, her voice louder now, “and I will be real, Jol Rivers. I will be real, and I will be yours.”

Yours? That was a part of the bargain the pale woman hadn’t mentioned. He stared at her, his eyes nearly falling out of his sockets.

“I’m already spoken for,” Jol snapped.

Father Kevan followed Jol’s eyes, but the priest saw nothing but empty air. Slowly he began to laugh. “Going a little stir crazy, are we, blacksmith? I sympathize—it’s hard standing watch all alone for your friends. Speaking of which, tell me where they are. Are they hiding in yonder carriage?”

“I’m not talking about sex,” Envy replied, her green eyes dancing. “I’m talking about being yours, Exalted One. Your familiar. Your patron demon. Your guardian angel, protecting you from ones who would do you harm such as these louts…”

These louts looked like they were just about to start doing the harm Envy had been talking about. The man with the ax shifted it into a battle-ready stance and took a step forward, while the man with the crossbow trained it on Jol’s chest and lifted the weapon to his shoulder. Both of them were ready for action, and suddenly he knew the truth.

Envy’s prophecy had been no joke. These men did truly mean to kill him.

“Let’s make a deal,” Father Kevan lied. “Come back with us to Littlereach, and we’ll leave the mages where they are. There’s no need to even wake them up—they can sleep through all of this. You’re the one we want, Jol. You belong with your family.”

“With the dead,” the man with the crossbow chuckled.

“You see?” Envy whirled on him, her flashing eyes and her floating hair making her look less like a woman than a demon. “They’re about to kill you, Exalted One! You must touch me! You must form the pact!”

“What will happen if I touch you?” Jol demanded.

The man with the crossbow gave a sudden start. All three of the men who’d come to kill him turned as one, staring at the space where Jol was looking. Only the man in white, holding the reins with a bored expression, seemed uninterested.

“He’s lost it,” the man with the ax muttered. “Gone completely barmy…”

Jol had not gone crazy. He was trying to decide whether or not to make the biggest decision of his entire life.

“They’ll be able to see me,” Envy explained with a giggle. “They won’t know what hit them, Exalted One. Together, we’ll save your life. And I’ll keep on saving it, for I will be with you always.”

Always, he thought. Even in the damned Lyceum…

What the hell was he getting himself into?

The man with the crossbow raised it. “Fuck this,” he said, slowly and deliberately. “I know you wanted to play with him first, Father, but this man is cracked. There’s nothing for it but to finish him off.”

A sigh escaped Father Kevan’s lips. “I suppose so,” he grunted, looking like he was dearly going to miss seeing the look on Jol’s face as he was dragged kicking and screaming into whatever obscene rituals were happening at his church. “But make it slow. Aim for the gut, not the heart—”

What happened next happened almost too quickly for the human eye to see.

As the thug with the crossbow shifted his aim, Jol sprang to the side, desperately reaching for Envy. Whatever awful things might happen from joining up with this demon in human form, it was better than dying gutshot. He’d seen too many young men bleed out from wounds in their abdomen; he knew it was one of the worst ways a soldier could die.

The pale woman’s eyes lit up as she twisted, extending a hand. From somewhere, Jol heard a bellow like an angry lion being set loose from a cage, and knew that the man with the ax was charging him.

Father Kevan cried out, his words swept away in the rush of activity.

A bowstring let loose with a high, keening sound.

And a crossbow bolt flew directly at the spot where Jol had been standing an instant ago.

As he reached for Envy’s fingers, a sharp stab of pain hit him in the side. The bolt had missed its target, but not by enough — the whizzing projectile grazed Jol’s flank, tearing through fabric and leather to pierce his flesh. The wound was shallow, and would only require a few stitches, but in that moment of pain and fear it felt Jol like he’d taken a mortal wound.

His hand grabbed the pale woman’s. Her eyes glowed fiercely.

Pure rage filled Jol’s body.

In the blink of an eye, the woman stood among Father Kevan’s hit squad. The man with the ax staggered backwards, his weapon held high over his head and waiting to strike when a newcomer appeared literally just in front of him. The shock nearly made him drop the blade.

Father Kevan’s eyes bugged out of his head. The man let out a howl that was more beast than man, but what was happening already could not be stopped. “Kill him!” the mad priest roared. “Kill him now—!”

Envy’s shout filled the clearing. To Jol’s ears it sounded like multiple people shouting at once—like an entire crowd of monsters letting out roars that were both high and low. The men with weapons shrank backwards, and the white-robed fellow who’d been holding Father Kevan’s reins dropped them and went screaming through the trees, the horses bolting behind him.

“You will not touch the Exalted One!” Envy shrieked. “He has been touched by Acheron, the Father of Bitterness, and none may harm him save for him!”

Out of the corner of his eye, Jol saw Envy beginning to transform. The woman’s silhouette shimmered, turning insubstantial, and the form she began to take made Jol’s eyes water. He couldn’t look directly at her.

Envy jumped—and suddenly the woman was behind him. Crawling on his back.

He had no idea how she did it. It was like she’d formed herself for the purpose, shrinking her body down and molding it into the proper shape to become a part of him. The touch of whatever creature the pale woman had become filled him with revulsion. Yet underneath it, there was something else, too.

Rage. Vengeance.

A righteous fury that could sweep a man away if he wasn’t careful.

The man with the ax let out a crazed howl and attacked. His strike would have been the killing blow on any other battlefield, for it was delivered with a speed and a skill that belonged to the doughtiest of fighters. But to Jol’s eyes, the man moved in slow motion. He seemed suspended in amber.

Jol shot to the side, Envy’s fingers pressing down on his own. He could feel the woman’s arms caressing his, her breasts against his back—only there seemed to be far more than the normal two that most women came equipped with. Every time he moved, she moved right along with him, amplifying his motions like an enchanted suit of armor.

Except he sensed implicitly that no suit of armor the Lyceum ever created could do the things that Envy did.

Jol stabbed the ax-wielding foe with his dagger. His arm moved—and another arm seemed to move right along with it, a pale appendage with too many joints that made him think of a spider’s leg. It added so much force to the blow that the dagger, which had merely been intended to score a quick hit, slammed into the man’s throat with so much force that his head was nearly torn from his shoulders.

The man with the ax was dead before his body caught up with the realization. He fell to the ground, gurgling, his weapon clutched in his nerveless fingers.

The crossbow-wielding thug took one look at his compatriot and let out a horrified scream. The bolt he’d nocked flew from the weapon as his hand tensed around the trigger, the projectile sailing through the air at a crazy angle and striking a nearby tree.

He ran, but Jol didn’t let him get far. The man dropped his crossbow and bolted for the treeline, leaving Father Kevan standing alone before the fire. He’d almost made it behind the first row of pines when Jol stabbed him in the back.

Later, Jol would have no idea how he’d managed to do it. The idea would chill him, in fact: for he was still standing next to the fire, and the man who’d thrown down his crossbow and run was at least twenty feet away. No arm could have reached far enough to plant a dagger between the man’s shoulder blades, yet Jol did it as if the ruffian had been standing right next to him.

In his mind, he saw a flash of a pale limb, stretching with too many joints.

Then it was just him and Father Kevan. The man in white had vanished, but that was alright with him—something inside of him agreed one man needed to be left alive to tell the tale. To spread fear in the hearts of those left in Littlereach, so that the other corrupted villagers didn’t get the bright idea of coming after him and his party.

“You’re sick,” the bald priest spat, his eyes burning with rage. “You’re an abomination!”

For a moment, Jol had thought he saw fear in Father Kevan’s eyes. Then he realized that what he was really witnessing was rage. A rage so deep and unalloyed that an ordinary man could never be capable of containing it. It would swallow him whole.

“Big words from a man who turned my home into a nest of corpse worshippers,” Jol shot back.

Father Kevan slowly shook his head. “This place was never your home,” the priest said, muscles rippling beneath the fabric of his sleeves. “Littlereach was only a spot on a map for you, abomination. A place for you to gestate until you were ready to be born, born monstrous and obscene…!”

Huh, Jol thought.

For the first and probably the only time, Father Kevan and Aeronwen agreed on something.

The priest stood before the fire, his arms stretched wide the way they’d been when he invited Jol and his party into the church. This time, there was no invitation in them—only hatred.

“Go on, then,” the priest hissed, his lips peeling back over his teeth. “Kill me, blacksmith! Strike me down like the coward you are, using your little friend to do all the work for you!”

A spike of anger twisted Jol’s guts.

Then he grinned.

“I don’t need her to beat you,” he snarled.

And he shrugged Envy from his shoulders.

Father Kevan’s eyes widened, a look of disbelief filling his features. Then Jol was on him, and there was time for nothing except the fight for survival.

The priest had thirty pounds or more of muscle on Jol. In a fair fight, like the boxing matches that sometimes happened in the village square, he’d have had the advantage. But this wasn’t a fair fight.

That was the very first thing Jol and every other soldier learned about war. On the battlefield you were to stay alive, and kill the people trying to make you dead. Nothing else mattered but that.

Anything you did in the furtherance of that goal was fair game.

Jol stepped into the priest’s reach and slammed a knee between the man’s legs. Father Kevan doubled over, his eyes nearly falling out of his head as Jol attacked the most sensitive part of his anatomy. A vicious grin spread across Jol’s face, and he aimed his dagger straight at the priest’s throat.

He’d thought to end the fight in a quick one-two attack. But Father Kevan had other ideas.

The priest wrapped his arms around Jol, pulling him into a bear hug. Suddenly it felt as if iron bands were wrapped around Jol’s shoulders, preventing him from moving. The strike he’d aimed at the priest’s neck fell short, the point of the dagger stabbing shallowly into the bald priest’s chest and drawing blood, but doing no major damage.

“Come here, blacksmith!” Father Kevan’s voice no longer sounded human. Something uncanny tore itself from deep inside of his throat, shredding the man’s vocal cords as a new, terrible thing spoke through him. “Give me a hug! I’m going to squeeze the life right out of you—!”

Jol felt the edges of his vision going gray. With every ounce of strength he had, he reared backwards and slammed his forehead into Father Kevan’s nose, headbutting the man as hard as he could.

The sickening crunch of bone told him he’d successfully snapped the priest’s nasal bone.

Father Kevan’s cry of exaltation turned into one of pain. The priest’s grip loosened around him for a brief moment, giving Jol exactly the chance he needed. He twisted, bracing one foot on the ground for leverage, and tugged his right arm free of the priest’s grip with every ounce of strength he could muster.

Suddenly he had an arm free. His fingers still gripped the knife.

“My nose!” the creature roared, something thick and black oozing from the priest’s nostrils. “You broke my nose—!”

It was as far as he got.

With a growl, Jol stabbed the priest in the ear. The point of his dagger pierced the muscular man’s eardrum and sank in deeper, stabbing through the thinnest part of the skull and into the brain. The priest’s eyes rolled back in his head, his grip releasing as the dagger sank in all the way to the hilt.

Then he exploded.

A thick black cloud of smoke erupted from Kevan’s head, spraying from the wound caused by Jol’s dagger like the musk of an outraged skunk. It sprayed with such force that Jol cried out, shocked and appalled by the liquid.

It wasn’t blood. Something else flowed in Kevan’s veins—something that should have never been inside of a mortal man.

Still, for a few more moments, the priest fought on. It wasn’t until the spray of black ink from his ear began to finally ebb that he slumped to the side, the strength leaving his limbs as he collapsed to the muddy ground.

A black pool spread around the man’s body, soaking into the grass.

Jol stared down at what was left of the priest. Already his body was beginning to bloat and decay, as if the work of months was occurring in a few short moments. Presently nothing but bones and a thick coating of black material like tar remained.

The bodies of the two guards were unchanged.

Something moved behind Jol. He tensed, expecting the white-robed man, but a voice whispered into his ear that it was no man.

“Well done, Exalted One,” Envy purred. “Remember, I will be watching you. I am with you always now. Your demon. Your familiar…”

The woman’s voice faded away, leaving Jol standing alone by the fire at last.
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Jol had some explaining to do.

“What…?” Godfrey looked around the ruin of the campfire, his gaze taking in the two dead men and the bloated corpse of the thing that had once been Father Kevan. “What in the bloody hell happened here, blacksmith?”

True to her word, Envy released her hold on Godfrey’s wards the moment she was gone. The white-haired man awoke as soon as the fighting was done, stretching and sighing as he prepared to take over from Jol for the remainder of the night.

He’d had quite a surprise waiting for him.

Aeronwen sat in the doorway of the carriage, a stunned expression on her beautiful face. The fact that they’d been attacked without any warning—that if it were not for Jol, the three of them would now be dead—weighed heavy on the mage instructor’s mind. She’d thanked him about a dozen times for protecting them, then settled into the entrance of the carriage, just staring at what was left of Father Kevan.

He wished she’d turn away. It was a grisly sight. But he understood.

“There was… a woman,” Jol said. This was the part he knew he’d have a devil of a time explaining to the pair. “Only it wasn’t a woman, not really.”

Aeronwen perked up. “An inhumi?” she asked.

Jol shook his head. “She was something else,” he explained. “And as strange as it sounds, she was on our side. Not Father Kevan’s.”

No, Jol mentally amended. Not our side. My side.

Envy was his demon now. His familiar, was what she’d called it. Dimly, he wondered if he could summon her right here and right now. Was it as easy as thinking about it…?

A shudder passed through him. He was in no hurry to find out.

“Our side?” Godfrey sounded skeptical. Jol didn’t blame him; if he hadn’t seen what happened with his own eyes, he’d never have believed it. “Blacksmith, I heard your description of this ‘woman’. She sounded more like a demon from the center of the Scourge—”

“She saved my life,” Jol said, swallowing hard. “Were it not for her, Godfrey, Father Kevan would have killed me. It would have been me lying there rotting instead of him.”

None of them could avoid staring at the priest after a declaration like that. Father Kevan’s body had gone putrid; Jol was glad for the breeze that blew through the trees and carried the worst of the smell away. Soon, he sensed, even the smell would be gone. There’d be nothing but a dry skeleton resting next to an abandoned campfire in the middle of the woods.

What a way to die, Jol thought.

Godfrey shook his head. “Lad,” the man said, calling him something other than ‘blacksmith’ for the first time Jol could remember in ages. “It sounds like this creature addled your mind. Doubtless she was just some apparition conjured by the mad priest—an artifact of his corruption magic…”

I could summon her right now, Jol thought. That would shut him up right quick.

He froze. That thought felt as if it came from somewhere else.

Before he could say anything about it, Aeronwen spoke. “I believe you,” the mage instructor said, hopping down from the carriage.

“You do?” Godfrey asked.

Aeronwen worked a kink out of her lower back as she rose upright. She’d slept poorly, Jol could tell; just as he could tell the woman would have slept a great deal better with Jol by her side.

Of course, if he’d been in the carriage with her, he’d have ended up dead.

But what a wonderful last night to spend upon the Earth!

“Jol is not the kind of man who would lie,” the brown-haired woman said, advancing on the fire. It was nearly down to the cinders, but at a snap of the mage instructor’s fingers it blazed to new life, illuminating the entire clearing around them. “If he saw this creature, Godfrey, he saw it.”

“Then where did it go?” Godfrey asked. The white-haired man made a show of looking around the clearing, pretending to count the bodies. “I don’t see any sign of it.”

“It’s…” Jol hesitated. “It’s still here.”

Godfrey and Aeronwen shared a look.

“It’s here right now?” Aeronwen asked.

“Well, not physically,” Jol said, settling down on the log. The warmth of the fire felt good after the fight he’d just been through. “She disappeared once the fighting was done. But she said… well, she said she was with me. That she would always be with me now. She called herself Envy…”

Godfrey no longer looked like he doubted Jol’s story. Unfortunately, that was even worse.

“I think you’d better start from the beginning,” Aeronwen said. “Tell us everything, Jol.”

“Here,” Godfrey added, handing over another water skin. “This should help.”

Jol took an experimental sip. To his surprise, it was not water in the skin but good Koga wine. The liquid burned in the back of his throat, yet he downed half the skin before he fully grasped what he was doing. Godfrey let out a little chuckle, but the white-haired man didn’t stop him.

“I was sitting by the fire checking my knives,” Jol began. “I’d just started to realize it was past the time when your wards should have woken you, Godfrey. That’s when I saw her…”

Jol told them the whole story, leaving nothing out. Aeronwen looked a bit sick to her stomach when he described the fight with Father Kevan, but it was the parts about Envy that had both the mage instructor and her bodyguard scooting to the edge of their seats. From the looks on their faces, they knew something about what Jol was telling them, and they were just waiting for him to finish his story to share it with him.

“Then you showed up,” Jol said, feeling drained. The wineskin was empty; Godfrey handed him a full one without a word, tucking the emptied one into his pack. “The creature whispered into my ear and told me I did a good job, then vanished. But she’s still here. I can’t explain it, but I can feel it. I know if I called her right now, she would come.”

A shudder passed through Godfrey and Aeronwen. “Please don’t,” the mage instructor said. “There will come a day when I wish to speak with this Envy creature. But not tonight. Not after what we’ve already been through.”

Jol nodded. “What did she mean with all of this?” he asked the pair. “I mean, I’m the Exalted One? That makes no sense to me. I’m just a soldier. All of these things—the Seven, the Autarch: they have about as much meaning to me as a book of philosophy does to an infant…”

Godfrey had gone as stiff as a ramrod. “Who said the word autarch to you?” the man barked.

The depth of his reaction shocked Jol. “The servant,” he said, casting his memory back to the assassination attempt against Mayor Lutz. “When the man drew his black dagger, he kissed it, and whispered a prayer to someone called the Autarch before striking at the Mayor…”

“Do me a favor,” the white-haired man said, his entire manner changed. “Don’t say that word, Blacksmith. Not unless you absolutely have to.”

He didn’t need to ask which word Godfrey meant. He nodded.

“What does it mean?” he asked, looking from Godfrey to Aeronwen. “Who are the Seven, for that matter? What does being ‘touched’ by one of them mean, and why are you both looking at me like you’ve just discovered I have a second face hidden on my back beneath my shirt?”

The two shared a look. Both Godfrey and Aeronwen noticed the looks on each other’s faces, and suddenly neither of them could stop from laughing.

“I suppose we do appear frightening,” Aeronwen said, the tension broken a bit. “I will try to answer your questions, Jol. But you must realize, there are many things that even the Lyceum’s greatest researchers can only guess at…”

Jol understood. “I’m interested in hearing anything you can tell me,” he said.

The pair shared one more look, then Aeronwen cleared her throat.

“Perhaps a priest would be a better explainer of this than I,” she muttered. “It goes to religion, not magic, and the Lyceum has never been a kind place to religion…”

“I’ve had more than enough of priests for one night,” Jol replied gruffly. “Please, Aeronwen.”

He said it in almost the same tone he’d used when he pulled her body next to his in the Black Hand Tavern. That tone melted the mage instructor like nothing else; for a moment, her eyes were filled with lust for him, and the troubles of the road seemed far away indeed.

Then she was a professional once more.

“In the days when the world was first formed,” the mage instructor said, “all was in harmony. Humans walked arm in arm with their Creator, and whatever tasks he needed performed, there were always capable hands willing and able to do it.”

Jol had to fight the urge to laugh. This was schoolhouse-level talk. “The Archons,” he said, putting one hand on his knee. “I know all of this. I learned this when I was but a boy!”

Godfrey’s look told Jol the man thought he was still a boy. “Listen to Lady Aeronwen,” he said.

He did.

“In that case, you should know why things changed,” Aeronwen said, unable to keep a small smirk from off of her face. “Tell me, Jol, why do men no longer speak directly with their Creator? Why has the being that created the entire universe and everything within it abandoned his almighty post?”

Why indeed? Jol cast his memory back—far back, to his time as a young lad at Father Geoffrey’s tenth day lessons. His parents always made sure he attended them, even if they failed to feed or clothe him every once in a while.

“The sins of man,” he said, remembering at last. “The seven deadly sins.”

They’d separated us from our Creator, he recalled now. Greed, Avarice, Sloth…

Well, he couldn’t name all seven. He doubted most peasants could.

Aeronwen nodded. “That is the story we tell,” she whispered, her voice dropping as if she feared what she was about to say. “Our country priests spread it from town to town, it is spoken among the peasantry—even in Keynes, the Imperial Capital, the priests of the Grand Cathedral tell stories that do not differ much from what Father Kevan said every tenth day in Littlereach before his mind was taken.” She paused. “But that is not the whole story.”

Jol gave a little start. “What?”

“What I’m about to tell you is a closely guarded secret,” Aeronwen said, her lips compressing to a tight little line. “Only we know about it—only the Second Empire’s mages. And those we report to.”

“The top brass,” Godfrey explained, though Jol didn’t need the reminder. “The leaders of the Second Empire. And the Emperor himself.”

This was… serious. Jol blinked, suddenly wishing he’d never left Littlereach. That he’d never settled down in the first place. What sort of trouble had he gotten himself into?

Then he looked into Aeronwen’s lush brown eyes and realized it was all worth it.

“Very well,” Jol said, looking at the pair. “Must I cut my finger and swear a blood oath?”

He’d meant it as a joke, but neither of them took it that way. “That won’t be necessary,” Aeronwen said, frowning. “You would likely discover this sooner or later without our help. That… that familiar that hangs about you would tell you, if only to try and divert you from the path of righteousness.”

Divert him? “I wasn’t aware I was on any path,” he said. Other than perhaps the one that leads to your bed chamber…

Aeronwen glanced at Godfrey as if making sure she was safe to proceed. “As part of a joint effort between the Lyceum and the Grand Cathedral, a… special project was commissioned fifty years or so ago,” the mage instructor explained. The country’s top students of scrying magic, the most talented farseers we had, all sworn to secrecy and working on something no one had ever done before. A type of magic we’ve never dared use since.”

Now it was Jol who occupied the very edge of his seat. “What was it?” he asked, unable to contain his excitement.

“Our mages scryed backwards in time,” Aeronwen said. “To the origins of the world itself. To the Fall of Man, and the separation of mortals from the divine.”

“The priests wished to correct some small matter of doctrine,” Godfrey said into the stunned silence that followed. “I don’t follow church politics, but there was some schism or another threatening to cleave the national religion into two separate, nearly equal halves. The Emperor determined that could not be done, and hence… the commission.”

A dark, uneasy feeling settled in Jol’s stomach. “I take it they discovered more than they bargained for.”

“Much more,” Aeronwen said, her frown deepening. “Of the thirteen mages selected for the experiment, ten died before it was completed. The picture we have of the past was compiled from the ravings of the three who made it to the other side, all of whom expired within a few days.”

“Killed,” a voice purred in Jol’s ear. “Killed by those in the church who could not handle the truth!”

It was Envy. Jol kept himself very still, not wanting to let the pair know who sat beside him.

“What did they find?” Jol asked. He sensed he wasn’t going to like the answer.

Aeronwen and Godfrey shared a look, as if both of them wanted the other to be the one who said it. When neither of them broke the stalemate, Aeronwen sighed and spoke.

“The three mages who survived said a great darkness appeared over the land,” Aeronwen explained. The brown-haired woman sounded more like a professor than before, as if she were delivering this lecture not around a campfire at midnight but among a symposium of brilliant students. “That a portal opened in the air, renting the very fabric of reality. And the… the man you mentioned appeared on the Earth.”

The Autarch?

“He was a man?” Jol asked.

“No,” Aeronwen said, shaking her head. “But he looked like a man. He… he attacked the Archons. The mages all agree that a pitched battle followed, though they disagreed on exactly how close the fight was between the Creator’s lieutenants and the invader…”

“Not very close at all,” Envy whispered, as if she’d witnessed it personally. “For a bit, yes. But once the Autarch used his powers, they were helpless before him. Transformed…”

Jol thought about the corruption magic that had changed the people of Littlereach. An epiphany hit him — the dreadful sort of epiphany that leads to revolutions and coups.

“The Seven,” he said, looking into Aeronwen’s eyes. “They were Archons once, weren’t they? The Creator’s servants.”

Aeronwen looked shocked. “Yes,” she whispered, amazed by his guess. “The same magic that twists those infected by the inhumi is that creature’s stock in trade. Though what washed over the Archons was thousands and thousands of times stronger than the madness that afflicted Father Kevan…”

“Balderdash,” the demon behind him snickered. “They’re one and the same.”

He didn’t bother bringing that part up. “And the Creator?”

This was the part that pained Aeronwen the most. “He fled,” the mage instructor said. “All three mages agreed on that. The Au… the invader forced him from the field. Out of the mortal realm entirely. And once he was gone, he corrupted the remainder of the Archons into his servants.”

“Only seven remain,” Envy hissed. “The rest died to lucky mortals, or killed each other in order to gain favor and status with the Autarch. Our Master does love it when his servants take the initiative…”

Jol shuddered. “Terrible,” he whispered.

Fortunately, neither Godfrey nor Aeronwen suspected anything untoward. “It’s true,” the mage instructor whispered. “So when that creature says that you are touched by one of the Seven—by one of the invader’s lieutenants himself, you can imagine that it makes me worry.”

“If we were smart,” Godfrey said with an ironic smirk, “we’d kill you.”

Jol gave a start.

“Don’t worry!” Aeronwen hastened to add. “We would not do that. We don’t know if the demon is telling the truth, for one thing. For another, this may be something we can work to our own advantage.”

“It makes us want to bring you to the Lyceum even more,” Godfrey confessed.

Aeronwen was nodding. “You will learn our ways,” she said, reassuring him. “In time, you’ll discover the ways of magic. You may even come to love them, Jol, and to live them the way that I do.” She paused, giving him an awkward look. “But you must also be studied.”

Studied? Like a specimen on a slide?

Envy warned me about this, Jol realized. The hair stood up on the back of his neck.

“We will not harm you,” Aeronwen promised. “But if you truly do have a connection to… to the forces that seek to extinguish the Second Empire, then we must discover it. And see if it is a weapon we can turn against its creator.”

Godfrey leaned back on his log and laughed, breaking the tension. “Isn’t that something, blacksmith? You may be carrying the secret that will save the Second Empire. Destroy the heathens once and for all…!”

Jol swallowed hard. His words sounded so much like Envy’s promise that he found himself fighting off deja vu. Only she’d said his secret would destroy the Second Empire, not save it…

Which was the truth?

He supposed he was going to have to find that out.

His reticence must have shown on his face. Aeronwen’s expression softened, and the woman leaned forward to lock eyes with him. “I made you a promise once, Jol Rivers,” she said, her brown eyes dancing with mischief. “Do you remember it?”

He did. “You wouldn’t force me to go to the Lyceum if I didn’t wish to,” he said.

“Precisely.” Aeronwen looked pleased. “We are no monsters, Jol, whatever the common people say. I would not drag you kicking and screaming into the bosom of the Second Empire. I would rather you lay your head there gently, in your own time and at your own pace.”

Her smirk told him she knew she’d just smuggled thoughts of her own bosom into his mind.

“So I say this again, Jol,” the mage instructor said, placing her hands on her knees. “Will you go with us to Keynes? Will you journey to the Lyceum and discover what this power within you means? Will you fulfill your destiny?”

It was funny. The first time she’d done this, her words had seemed faintly ridiculous. He’d never known anything but a life of soldiering, followed by the life of a simple country blacksmith, and the thought that there could be anything magical behind the strange enchantments on some of his forged items felt absurd. Surely the Lyceum would quickly discover he’d had nothing to do with it.

He didn’t think that any longer. And Aeronwen’s words about destiny had a new weight to them.

He thought it over.

For about two seconds.

“Yes,” he said. “I will.”

Both Aeronwen and Godfrey relaxed. Until that moment, Jol hadn’t realized they both expected him to try and run. They should have realized by now that isn’t who I am, Jol told himself. I wouldn’t run from a fight.

His gaze traveled to what was left of Father Kevan. His bones were proof enough of that.

Besides, Jol sensed that the threat wasn’t over. The bald priest had been slain, but the corruptive power that animated him remained. As long as Jol was out and about in the world, he’d be a target.

A target for the Autarch.

A man who’d usurped the world from the Creator himself.

“Good,” Aeronwen said. “Very good.”

After that, there was little left to say. Godfrey rose from his log, stretching and sighing, and headed back out into the woods for a few moments. When he came back, he carried a crossbow. To Jol’s surprise, it was the same one the slain man had been wielding, intending on using it on him.

“I’ll keep watch for the remainder of the night,” the white-haired man said. “You two go and get some rest.”

“In the carriage?” Aeronwen asked.

Godfrey nodded. “I’ll keep an eye out,” he said, sitting back down.

Briefly, Jol thought Aeronwen might want to make the carriage rock. But once they climbed inside and threw themselves beneath the blankets, the mage instructor began to shiver. She rested her head on Jol’s chest and he held her, his hand at her lower back.

“I’m terrified,” Aeronwen admitted. “The Seven, the… the you-know-who! All these things we’re not even supposed to know about, they’re like legends, and yet we’ve been walking among them all this time…”

Jol held the woman closer. “I’ll protect you,” he said. “I won’t let any harm come to you.”

A harsh bark of a laugh escaped Aeronwen’s lips. Perhaps she realized she’d been too harsh with it, for her voice softened as she added, “I appreciate that, Jol. I truly do. And I know your intent is true. But who can protect a woman from a being as mighty as the Autarch?”

Jol shrugged. “I did a good enough job tonight,” he said. “Ask Father Kevan.”

Aeronwen looked up at him, her eyes shining in the darkness. “You’re right,” she said, sounding honestly struck with awe. “We would be dead if it were not for you, Jol. You saved our lives tonight.”

He didn’t say anything to that. To him, it was obvious that he would have been just as dead as them had he not acted in the group’s defense, but if Aeronwen wanted to think of him as a hero, he didn’t mind.

An impish smile lit up the woman’s face. “I’m still very shaky and tired,” she admitted, glancing at the door of the carriage. “I know what a proper thank-you looks like, Jol, but I fear I’m too weary to give that to you.”

Privately, Jol didn’t think it was nerves or exhaustion that stopped Aeronwen. The woman would have already been riding him if it wouldn’t have been obvious to anyone who had eyes that the carriage was not shaking for natural reasons. She loathed the thought of Godfrey knowing what they were doing, plain and simple.

“That’s fine,” he grunted. “I did promise you I’d show you what I could do only once I had a bed underneath us, after all.”

As he spoke, Aeronwen’s fingers tugged at his belt. “But perhaps I can show my appreciation some other way?” she asked in a tiny voice.

Oh. Oh.

Jol’s nostrils flared, and an involuntary hiss of pleasure left him as Aeronwen tugged down the front of his breeches. His cock, already halfway hard, quickly stiffened the rest of the way as the beautiful woman’s fingers gripped it. Slowly her hand traveled up and down his shaft, making him moan softly into the velvet of the bench.

She lowered her head into his lap and opened her mouth.

Gods! Jol’s back arched as she took him deep, swallowing him whole. The mage instructor’s eager mouth worked up and down his shaft, moving slowly to avoid any unsightly rocking of the carriage that would have given the game away.

Soft, wet sounds filled the vehicle as Aeronwen sucked and slurped. Jol’s hand rested on top of the back of Aeronwen’s head, and the woman took hold of his wrist and added pressure to his touch. With her coaxing, he was soon guiding her mouth all the way down to his balls, the way he truly liked it.

The pleasure built in waves. Aeronwen looked up at him, her brown eyes shining with lust as she kept eye contact all throughout the blowjob. In the end, it was he who rocked back with his head against the wall, closing his eyes as the familiar tingle worked its way up his shaft…

“She’s good at that,” a voice whispered.

Jol stiffened. A moan of shock left his lips, which Aeronwen fortunately interpreted as one of pleasure. Envy was beside him, invisible in the carriage but watching them both. Only her voice reached Jol.

Aeronwen neither saw nor heard the demon. She kept on sucking, swirling her tongue around his length as she felt him grow bigger and harder inside of her mouth.

“You say you’re not the Exalted One,” the demoness purred, laughter in her tone. “But she’s exalting you right now. What else would you call what she’s doing with that soft, gentle mouth of hers?”

“Agggh,” Jol grunted. “Aeronwen…”

The mage instructor’s mouth left his cock with a wet little pop. “Shhh!” she whispered, putting a finger to her lips. “You don’t need to warn me, Jol. Trust me, I’ll be ready to swallow every drop the moment you’re ready to give it to me…”

That wasn’t what he was trying to tell her. But then Aeronwen swallowed him once more, working her lips in a tight seal up and down his shaft, and the pleasure was too blinding to say anything else.

“My apologies, Exalted One,” Envy continued. “I felt your heart racing and believed you were in danger. Clearly you’re just celebrating after your grand victory over the priest…”

Jol’s hips shot off the bench. The bliss grew until he could bear no more; a small part of his brain tried to pull away from Aeronwen’s lips, but she took him even deeper, sucking until the point of no return was so far behind him he could no longer see it.

“Fill her mouth,” the demon giggled. “Go on and let go, Exalted One. And when you do, I’ve got a surprise for you…!”

A surprise? He thought weakly. But there was no way to stop, even if he wanted to.

And he did not want to.

Orgasm hit him with a thunderous crash. At the last moment, Jol remembered to shove his fist into his mouth—otherwise his cry of bliss would have been so loud that Godfrey couldn’t have pretended not to hear it. His cock jerked and spurted inside of the mage instructor’s mouth, shooting thick, hot ropes of cream that she eagerly swallowed up for him.

The pleasure reached the apex, hitting the point where it normally began to ebb and be washed away by relief and release. As he crested, darkness exploded behind his eyes.

And Jol came.

It was like he was a virgin again. Like he’d never spilled his seed; as if he were discovering the joy of what his body could do for him for the first time, all over again. The pleasure washed over him in a wave, so strong that it ripped away his senses. Suddenly he was shooting even harder against the roof of Aeronwen’s mouth, pumping his load between the woman’s lips as she swallowed quickly, worried little gasps escaping her throat.

It went on for what felt like eternity, but was probably no more than an extra twenty or thirty seconds. Those thirty seconds, though? For Jol, they were revelatory.

“You’re welcome,” the demon giggled. “Sleep well, Exalted One…”

As Jol came back to himself, Aeronwen pulled back and wiped her mouth with her hand. “My goodness,” the mage instructor whispered, her voice on the edge of laughter. “I knew you enjoyed fellatio, Jol. I had no idea just how much…”

“That was different,” Jol panted. He felt boneless, like a wet noodle. “So good…”

Aeronwen smiled. “It was.” She tucked him back into his pants and cuddled up beside him, snuggling beneath the blankets. “Sleep now, Jol. Get your rest.” She put her head against his chest and sighed happily. “Thank you for letting me show my appreciation…”

Jol was suddenly so tired that it didn’t even occur to him to offer reciprocation to the mage instructor. Not that she would have wanted it—she was already drifting off to sleep, satisfied in the knowledge that she’d pleased him. But he still normally would have asked.

He was out like a light within moments.


13

The rest of the journey to Keynes was mercifully free of drama.

Jol’s worries never came to pass; no further attacks came, either from the direction of Littlereach or from cutpurses on the road maddened by corruption magic. Godfrey thanked the God-in-Flesh for the safe passage, while Aeronwen put it down to luck. Only Jol suspected the truth.

He was being protected now.

By a servant of the Autarch.

Envy also made no further appearances. Every time Jol went to bed with Aeronwen at night, he expected the creature to giggle or sigh in his ears while he was with the beautiful mage instructor. The fact that she held back made him very grateful.

Yet he sensed he could have summoned her if he truly wanted.

She floated just outside of his awareness, watching him through invisible eyes and listening to him with invisible ears. If they ever ran into any true danger, Jol knew she’d have made her presence known. For now, she was as silent as a church mouse, content to let Jol and his party travel the length and breadth of the Eastern Reach.

Few of the villages they passed were in any way enticing. Occasionally, they stopped for the night, if for no other reason than to take the local temperature and eat something that wasn’t half-stale travel bread for a meal, but far more often Godfrey would simply drive the carriage until after sundown and stash it somewhere, taking care of the horses during his shift keeping watch.

The white-haired man no longer seemed to care whether Jol and Aeronwen slept together in the carriage. Unfortunately, Aeronwen did. Their amorous adventures were therefore restricted to the nights they managed to get a room at a local tavern together.

On those nights, Jol proved indeed that with a locked door behind him and a bed beneath, he could be the envy of any woman. In between, Aeronwen ‘expressed her thanks’ in the carriage nearly every other night, using her mouth to bring him off and savoring the taste of his load before curling up in his arms and going to sleep.

Every time Jol shot between Aeronwen’s lips, he half-expected to see that flash of darkness once more. But Envy kept her distance; and with that distance, the incredible pleasure she’d gifted to him the night after he fought Father Kevan did not come back. Emptying his balls into the mage instructor’s eager mouth still felt amazing, of course, but that corrupted bliss remained just out of Jol’s reach.

He wasn’t sure if he missed it or not.

As the capital of the Second Empire, Keynes was less a discrete city than the nexus of several smaller towns and cities, surrounding it like the spokes on a wagon wheel. Jol and his party snuck up on it, the landscape changing so gradually that Jol didn’t notice it until they were passing over one of the massive bridges stretching over the mighty river known as the Helt. The forests had turned to small villages, and their thatched cottages were replaced with buildings of brick and stone as they drew closer to the capital of the Second Empire.

“God-in-Flesh, it’s good to be coming home at last,” Godfrey announced from the high seat of the carriage. “I can’t wait to get back within the Lyceum’s walls!”

There were other walls Jol was thinking of that afternoon. He and Aeronwen had been taking an afternoon nap in the carriage as they made their way down the Imperial road, and he’d woken up with something hard poking the mage instructor in the lower back. But it was quickly made clear that they wouldn’t have time for any hanky panky on the remainder of the route.

“Stop the carriage,” Aeronwen said, drawing her azure cloak around her. “Pull over if you need to.”

“My Lady?” Godfrey looked like the thought of stopping this close to their destination pained him. “Is something wrong?”

Aeronwen was already shaking her head. “I want to ride up front the rest of the way,” she announced, grabbing her stole. “I’d like to see the Lyceum with my own eyes.”

That sounded good to Jol as well.

The mage instructor turned to him, the corner of her mouth curling in a smile. “Care to join me?”

With a nod, Jol followed the woman out into the street. The smells of frying food mingled with the scent of garbage from a nearby alleyway, forming a panoply that made him feel both hungry and sick.

Yes, I’m certainly back in a city, Jol thought, his gaze raking the low hill leading to Keynes’s gates.

The high seat had only been designed for two people to sit side by side. Getting three in was a stretch, and required Aeronwen to slide over and mostly sit in Jol’s lap. Neither of them minded, though Godfrey rolled his eyes at how close the two of them were being.

“They’ll take one look at you in the Lyceum and decide to never let the two of you in the same room at the same time,” he said snarkily.

“Then I’ll let him stay in my personal quarters,” Aeronwen shot back with a haughty look. “See if the prigs at the Lyceum try and stop me!”

Godfrey scoffed. “They’ll keep the lad in solitary for his entire academic career,” the white-haired man said. “Listen, I won’t say anything about the two of you, but you ought to keep things discreet for as long as possible. The Lyceum is a conservative place; they won’t like the idea of a student entering the Lyceum with a pre-existing relationship with an instructor…”

Now it was Aeronwen’s turn to scoff. “They hate things like that because the students are normally eighteen,” the mage instructor corrected. “When the instructor is two or even three decades older than the girl he’s lying with, it raises a great deal more questions than a relationship between adults.”

Godfrey looked at the woman out of the corner of his eye. “You are a decade older than the lad.”

Spots of heat rose to Aeronwen’s cheeks. “He’s a man,” she shot back. “It’s not going to be an issue.”

Jol suspected Aeronwen was right. Whether he liked it or not, a great many double standards existed when it came to age gap relationships. A male teacher sleeping with a younger female student was likely to be ridden out of town on a rail, or tied up in the stocks and pelted with rotten fruit until the local citizenry finished having fun with him. Whereas a young male student in a relationship with an older female teacher was often the envy of his peers. The same men who’d be first to tie the ropes around the male teacher’s ankles were often the first to claim they wished they’d known an attractive older woman when they were first exploring their manhood.

Jol didn’t like the hypocrisy. But he couldn’t change the fact that it benefited him.

On the other side of the Helt, the streets were fully paved. Keynes’s roads were smooth, with no clomping cobblestones to slow a horse or a vehicle. The streets thronged with people in different styles of dress, speaking languages Jol had only ever heard in the Expeditionary Force. Merchants along the broad thoroughfares sold everything from produce to magical trinkets, often at the same booth.

Numerous people tried to catch their attention as they passed, but their driver only had eyes for the destination. Godfrey kept his eyes on the final bridge in the distance—the one that crossed the smallish stream known colloquially by the populace as the ‘little Helt’. It surrounded the inner island of Keynes the way a moat surrounds a castle, insulating the core of the Imperial Center from the metropolis on all sides.

As hustling and bustling as Keynes was, the interior was a whole other world. Three different buildings formed the skyline of the Inner Island, each one representative of one of the factions within the Empire that would gleefully take the whole thing over if given the opportunity.

The tallest was the Imperial Palace itself, where Emperor Willem lived and ruled. In its shadow lay the Imperial Senate, along with a host of other smaller buildings used by government officials. Here, luxury abounded, the buildings not simply speaking opulence but more appropriately screaming it at the top of their lungs. It was said that the residents of each of those buildings were rich enough to buy one of the suburban villages around the Capital outright.

Looking at the way they lived, Jol could believe it.

On the exact opposite end of the Inner Island, the tall spire of the Grand Cathedral stretched against the sky like a bony finger. Wreathed in numerous balconies and filled with stained glass, the monument to the God-in-Flesh stood as a counterpoint to the monument to Greed on its opposite pole. The massive bell tower that called the faithful to worship every tenth day sat idle, the sunlight gleaming on its bronze surface.

“There it is,” Godfrey said, his smile widening at the sight of the Cathedral. “I had thought we’d make it before vespers, but it seems we’ve caught the great bell at an idle moment.”

“I’m sure you’ll have time to get to a service once we’ve checked in with the Dean,” Aeronwen said breezily. “Ah, look! We’re almost there!”

If the Imperial Palace and the Grand Cathedral were competing with each other to be the tallest monument in Keynes, the builders of the Lyceum had chosen a different path to victory. Where those sections of the Inner Island were tall and impressive, they took up a small amount of space. In contrast, nearly every section of the island not occupied by the Church or the Government had already been claimed by the Lyceum. The empire’s mage academy had not one building but a dozen of them, sprinkled throughout the Inner Island and dedicated to various branches of magery and witchcraft. Students wearing the ceremonial robes of the Lyceum gathered in small groups, moving from building to building or just relaxing between classes.

At the final bridge leading over the little Helt, a pair of guards called for them to stop. Pikes crossed at the far end of the passage, with the paved streets of the Inner Island just beyond.

“Halt and identify yourselves,” one of the guards said, sounding bored.

Jol was familiar with this process from his time in the Expeditionary Force. No matter how many times he sat through an inspection, however, it never failed to make him sweat. Something about the searching eyes of Imperial guards filled him with anxiety, stirring half-remembered dreams of ancient ruins he longed to fully forget.

Aeronwen pulled out her azure bag and removed a small scroll. The guard read it quickly, his gaze flickering back and forth across the paper. As soon as he’d finished, he rolled the scroll back up and handed it to the mage instructor.

“Welcome back, Lady Aeronwen,” the guard said, still sounding bored. “Let them through!”

The pikes parted, allowing them entrance into the Inner Island.

As the carriage rumbled over the bridge, Jol turned to Aeronwen. “That man is the second person I’ve seen refer to you as ‘Lady Aeronwen’,” he said, his eyes narrowing.

Aeronwen snickered. “Did he, now? I hardly even noticed…”

“You keep telling me you’re no Lady,” Jol continued, crossing his arms over his chest. “Yet anyone who looks at your official documentation makes certain to refer to you as so.”

A guilty look flickered across the mage instructor’s face. “I said that I was no Lady,” she insisted, her lips forming a tight little line. “I mean that—I disdain the title.” She looked away, her gaze studiously concentrated on the ground next to the carriage. “I cannot help what people call me, however.”

“As an instructor at the Lyceum, Lady Aeronwen is a Lady by default,” the white-haired man grunted. “I can assure you, blacksmith, she does not act the part.”

He met Aeronwen’s gaze. An impish look flickered in the mage instructor’s eyes.

“Oh, I knew that already,” Jol said, unable to repress a smile. “I’m just thinking of how much fun I’m going to have teasing Lady Aeronwen over this…”

Aeronwen gave him a playful punch on the shoulder, her blue stole moving along with the motion. “You cad!” she cried, smiling like she couldn’t wait. “You’d better not!”

The carriage rumbled through the streets of the Lyceum.

People scattered from the path of the vehicle, casting confused glances up at Jol and his party in the high seat. Seeing them up close made everything feel suddenly real to Jol, and the valley between his shoulder blades filled with sweat.

Look at them, Jol thought, watching the figures in their ceremonial robes move to and fro. They’re all practically babies. Did I look like that when I joined the Expeditionary Force?

He watched as a pair of students with raven-black hair sidled up to the carriage as it passed. Unlike most of the people in their path, these two—both women, both with features so similar as to be nearly identical—looked interested in not only the carriage but in its occupants.

One of them craned their necks and peered upwards. “Lady Aeronwen? Is that you?”

Aeronwen blanched. “Lily? Violet? My goodness, how you’ve grown!”

The two young women shared a look. “Lady Aeronwen, you’ve only been gone for three months!” The one Aeronwen called Violet said. “That’s hardly enough time for a growth spurt!”

Perhaps, but these girls did look young. Jol would have guessed they were freshmen, if they’d formally enrolled at the Lyceum at all. They also appeared to be sisters, or close to it—their facial features were practically the same. Jol had no idea how Aeronwen managed to tell them apart. Especially when they were so exotic looking, with those high cheekbones and almond-shaped eyes.

“Have you completed your mission?” The one Aeronwen called Lily asked.

Aeronwen glanced over at Jol. A rueful look spread across the mage instructor’s face, and Jol realized she’d been hoping to present him to the Dean and get him properly enrolled before news spread of her arrival in the campus proper. Now she’d been recognized by Lily and Violet, and they’d ruined her plans.

Not that it was their fault. The girls seemed as sweet as could be.

“Yes,” Aeronwen said, swallowing down her irritation and replacing it with a professional smile. “As a matter of fact, I have. Girls, I want you to meet Jol Rivers.”

Both of the dark-haired girls peered at him. Their gazes were so similar that Jol felt as if he were looking at one person, reflected in a mirror.

“This is him?” One of the girls asked.

“The one you were looking for?” The other added.

Aeronwen gave them both a sly look. There was an opportunity here, she seemed to be thinking, as long as she was bold enough to seize it.

“Why yes,” she said, dropping her voice to a conspiratorial tone. “He is. And you two girls are the first to know about it.”

Lily and Violet’s eyes widened.

“He’s not at all what I expected,” Lily said.

Jol felt fairly certain it was Lily—he’d figured them out now.

“He’s different,” Violet added. “I thought he’d be like us, you know? A student.”

“He will be a student,” Aeronwen said, pursing her lips. “Just as soon as I can get him registered. Now, I know he’s a little bit older than the rest of the student body…”

Both girls’s eyes nearly fell out of their heads. Neither of them had really realized until that moment that they’d been implying the new student was too old—and that said new student was sitting right there where he could hear them.

“He’s really not!” Lily blurted, shaking her head.

“We didn’t mean to offend you, Mr. Rivers!” Violet added. Jol couldn’t help but noticed she addressed him the way you would an elderly shopkeeper, not a peer. “Really, we’re sorry!”

Jol could hardly keep himself from laughing. After the exhaustion of the road and the near-death experiences he’d had in Littlereach and at the campfire, the mortification of two first-year magic students was about the smallest scale drama he could imagine himself involved in. It was almost refreshing.

“That’s quite alright,” he said. “But listen, perhaps there’s something you can do for me…”

Both girls were paying attention. Violet cocked her head to the side.

“Lady Aeronwen is about to ask a favor of you,” Jol said, savoring both his powers of intuition and the fact that he got to mock Aeronwen with her Lady moniker. “She’s going to ask you, in much nicer terms than I will, to forget that you ever saw me. At least for a little while, until we get everything set up here.”

The two girls shared a look. A sly look spread over Lily’s face. Soon Violet’s matched it perfectly.

“We understand you, Master Rivers,” Lily said.

“You can count on us,” Violet added.

Aeronwen stared at all of them, her mouth hanging open. “You… how did you know?” She blurted.

This time, Jol really couldn’t keep from laughing. “It’s your face,” he said, smiling to lighten the blow. “You’re an open book, Aeronwen. You wear your emotions on your sleeve.”

“My plans as well, apparently,” the woman agreed. “You heard the man, girls—pretend you didn’t see us. At least until tomorrow, alright?”

Both of them nodded. “Can do,” Lily said. “Looking forward to getting to know you better, Master Rivers!”

Violet agreed.

Once the pair had walked off, Godfrey snickered. “Master Rivers,” he said, making a face in Jol’s direction. “I warned you, Lady. The blacksmith’s not going to fit in with these people. It’s going to be a trial to integrate him into the student body.”

Jol turned and regarded the man harshly. “Really?” He snapped, giving vent to his irritation. “I fought in the Expeditionary Force for seven years, Godfrey. You’re saying I can’t handle a few overfed teenagers?”

The white-haired man just laughed. “You’re not ready for the Lyceum,” the man said, shaking his head. “On the battlefield, a man will at least stab you from the front, blacksmith. These students are going to eat you alive.”

Jol didn’t think so. Compared to the Expeditionary Force, or to the battle in Littlereach, the Lyceum felt like a bloody vacation. He was actually looking forward to getting settled, to staying in one place for a little while and getting some regular sleep. Maybe in making a few nighttime visits to Aeronwen’s quarters, wherever the mage instructor’s rooms might be.

“We’ll see,” Jol replied.

Godfrey shrugged. “Let’s get the lad registered before more people recognize you, my Lady.”

The carriage covered the rest of the distance at a clip, moving fast enough that unwary students had to jump out of the way. Godfrey piloted them towards a two-story building overlooking the river, with a large glass front and several modern looking walkways around the second floor. This building looked to be filled with civil servants, with only a few students moving around.

“The registration office,” Godfrey said by way of explanation. “This is where I leave the two of you.”

Despite the man’s acerbic nature, Jol had gotten used to having Godfrey’s presence around. To not have the white-haired man telling dry jokes, rolling his eyes at Aeronwen or refusing to call Jol anything other than ‘blacksmith’ felt like a loss.

“Where are you headed?” he asked the driver.

Godfrey gestured with his chin. “First, to stable the horses,” he said. “I’ve also got to check the carriage back in to the Lyceum’s livery. Once that’s done, I’ll present myself to my own department head for a debriefing.”

“Oh.”

An unexpected smile cut through the man’s gruff manner. “Don’t look so disappointed, blacksmith. You’ll be seeing plenty of me around the Lyceum. I’m sure my department head will want me to resume my previous duties as soon as possible.”

“Previous duties?” Jol asked.

“Conjuration Magic,” the white-haired man said with a smirk. “Summoning weapons and the like. Very interesting things you can do with that branch of magic, blacksmith, both in battle and out of it. I look forward to seeing how you shape up in my class!”

After giving Aeronwen a chaste hug and Jol a vigorous handshake, the white-haired man drove the carriage away. Aeronwen watched it go for a few moments, a bittersweet expression on her face.

Then she turned to Jol. “Finally,” she joked. “I thought the old bastard would never leave us alone!”

Jol laughed. After a few moments, Aeronwen joined in.

“Come on,” she said, taking his hand and gesturing at the building. “Let’s introduce the Lyceum to its newest student.”

Jol laced his fingers through Aeronwen’s and gave her a jaunty nod. “Let’s.”

The air inside of the registration office was supernaturally chilly—likely cooled by magic. The front room was lined with busts of famous graduates of the Lyceum, some of the empire’s best and brightest. A heavy oak desk with a bored-looking receptionist dominated the front of the room, with partitioned offices for the Lyceum’s lower-level servants and clerks.

The receptionist was busy. A student stood before her desk, her hands balled into fists. The receptionist wore a harried look, as if they’d been arguing for some time.

“Miss Silverbrook, for the last time, I’m afraid that’s not possible,” the receptionist was saying. “Attendance at that symposium is only available for students who’ve passed the Standardized Imperial Civil Service Exam! I’m not allowed to make exceptions…”

“And for the last time, I’m telling you that I need to be there,” a lusty voice quipped. “That fool Kishinori is going to present a theory that’s completely wrong, and a bunch of people are going to swallow his bullshit whole without ever pushing back on it…”

The woman turned. And froze.

Jol found himself staring into the face of the most beautiful woman he’d ever seen.
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“God-in-Flesh,” Aeronwen whispered, stunned. “Today, of all the days…”

Jol wasn’t listening. He couldn’t believe what he was seeing. How was this woman allowed to walk around the Lyceum looking like that?

Every inch of her body oozed raw sex appeal. From her athletic body, her tight curves, and her perky breasts to the short skirt that hugged her shapely hips, she seemed a creature built for pleasure—to be ogled, caressed, kissed. Her smile said she knew exactly what you were thinking about when you looked at her, and she liked it.

Her hair was that tawny shade of red that always reminded Jol of autumn wheat, suspended somewhere between ginger and blonde. Her long legs were completely bare, save for the skirt caressing her thighs. A pair of high-heeled shoes with long straps ran up her calves, criss-crossing them like a fisherman’s nets.

She was a student, for sure, like Lily and Violet. But where Lily and Violet were girls, this was a woman. A grown woman, who knew the power she held and wielded it like a berserker with an axe.

Her outfit, in a word, was inappropriate. No student of the Lyceum would have worn such a skimpy skirt or such a low-cut top—even some of the working girls in Keynes’s red-light district would have flinched at the way this woman flaunted her body.

Jol was consumed with a desire to know who this woman was.

Even as his brain formed the thought, however, it spat out the answer.

Trouble. This woman was trouble—the kind of trouble that wrecks a man’s life, but keeps a smile on his face the whole time.

The woman turned, the beginnings of irritation forming on her face. Then she saw Jol, and her whole manner changed. She took him in from head to toe, her teeth clamping down on her bottom lip as her gaze lingered on the muscles of his shoulders and the veins in his arms.

“Well hello there,” the woman purred, leaning back against the desk so that the edge of her pert ass rested on it. “I see you brought me a present, Lady Aeronwen. A hunk from the city?”

Lady Aeronwen did not look amused. “I have business with the registrar, Miss Silverbrook,” Aeronwen said, her politeness stretched to its limits. “I’ll need to ask you to step aside.”

It was startling how quickly the girl could change her attitude. “Well, I have business with the registrar, too,” she said, smiling. “I’m trying to register for an event, and they won’t let me. Even though I have all of the necessary perquisites!”

“The Civil Service Exam…” the receptionist began, already dejected.

The woman whirled around, her shapely ass jiggling in a way that was almost too pleasing to Jol’s eye. “The Civil Service exam is a sop for freaks and dead-end losers,” the girl growled, slamming both hands on the table. “The only thing you need to attend Kishinori’s lecture is an open mind, along with a working knowledge of how liquid physics work inside of a suspended enchantment. Which I happen to understand better than half the bloody instructors at this school…”

“Open mind,” Aeronwen grunted, shaking her head. “Open legs, more like…”

She’d said it louder than she intended. The girl in the short skirt stiffened, then turned around, her face a mask.

“Did you say something to me, Instructor Aeronwen?” The woman asked, her head giving little jerking motions back and forth like someone who’d been misbehaving. “I’d really like to see you repeat it to my face if you did!”

To her credit, Aeronwen had the temerity to look ashamed. “A slip of the tongue, nothing more, Miss Silverbrook,” she said, her cheeks turning as red and ruddy as apples. “My apologies.”

The woman’s lips formed a tight little line. “I know what you’re thinking,” she said, sounding almost as if she was speaking to herself. “As if every person on this bloody campus doesn’t think the same thing. I’m Lord Ardor’s bastard daughter—which means I must be a slut, just like my infamous father…”

Jol cleared his throat. “If you don’t wish for people to think such things of you,” he said mildly, “you might choose a more conservative manner of dress, Miss Silverbrook.”

In marked contrast to Aeronwen’s remark, the woman didn’t look offended at all. She smiled, her eyes going wide and a little crazy as she met Jol’s.

Oh yes, he thought, glad he had Aeronwen’s hand to hold. Trouble for sure.

“But then I wouldn’t have hot older men looking at me the way you’ve been doing,” the woman purred with a lascivious smile.

Jol’s jaw dropped.

She laughed. “Whatever. I’m over this.” She turned to the receptionist and made a rude gesture, then parked the edge of her pert ass back on the desk. Her skirt rode up even higher, revealing a pale expanse of creamy thigh. “I’m going to go to that lecture whether I have a formal invitation or not. And I’ll tell Kishinori to his stupid face that his theory carries about as much weight as a three-legged donkey.” She scrunched up her face quite cutely and winked at Jol. “I hope you’ll be there to see me, handsome.”

She blew Jol a kiss. Then she stormed out the front door, walking like she already owned the place.

Jol chuckled to himself once she was gone. “Who was that?”

Aeronwen looked pissed. “That,” she said, shaking her head, “was Jessamyn Silverbrook.”

“Lord Ardor’s bastard daughter,” the receptionist said with a disgusted expression.

“I see,” Jol said, covering for the fact that he didn’t understand a thing. “I assume her noble blood is the reason a lady of her stature is allowed to dress and act the way she does?”

Aeronwen rolled her eyes. “Jessamyn Silverbrook can get away with dressing like a tavern slut because she’s the most brilliant student the Lyceum has had in a generation,” the woman said, crossing her arms beneath her breasts. “And she’s allowed to act like that because she’s the campus’s top Psychomancer.”

The hair on the back of Jol’s neck stood straight up. “That woman studies Psychomancy?”

The receptionist laughed harshly. “Studies it? The bitch practically wrote the book on it.”

“Nineteen years old, and she’s blown the Empire’s understanding of what’s possible through Psychomancy completely out of the water,” Aeronwen admitted ruefully. “So yes, when you are a brilliant prodigy who may very well be bringing death to tens of thousands of the empire’s enemies in a few years, no one will enforce the dress code.”

“I’ve heard she’s slept with half the male professors on campus,” the receptionist said in a nasty tone. “And two thirds of the female ones…”

Jol was already shaking his head. “I don’t think so.”

Aeronwen let out a disbelieving noise. “You’re an expert on nineteen year old women, Jol?”

He was not. But he knew a little bit about what it was like to be thrust into a position of great authority at a young age. He knew the fear, and the strange shame that clung to you when you moved among people twice your age who seemed to know less than you did. How anything, no matter how absurd, began to look like armor when it put that much needed distance between you and your peers.

But Aeronwen wouldn’t have understood that. So he made a joke instead.

“I think it was only one-third of the female professors,” he said, favoring the brown-haired woman with his sexiest smirk. “After all, you’ve been away from campus with me.”

Aeronwen rolled her eyes. “As if,” she said, putting her hand on his. Then her voice dropped. “You were staring at her, though.”

Now it was Jol’s turn for his cheeks to start burning. “Excuse me?”

“She was right about that part,” Aeronwen said, her eyes flashing with mischief. An impish grin twisted her lips that looked nearly like something Jessamyn herself would have deployed. “I’m not angry. She’s a very… overt young woman.”

“Anyway, she’s gone,” the receptionist said, turning to easier matters. “They probably won’t even stop her from going to that lecture, either. They should, though.”

Aeronwen looked like she agreed with that.

“What can I do for you?” the receptionist asked.

Aeronwen took a step to the side and gestured at Jol. “I need to register this man as a student of the Lyceum,” she explained, putting a hand on Jol’s shoulder as she spoke. “We’ve traveled a very long way.”

The receptionist did a double take. “Him?” She asked, looking Jol up and down. “A student?”

“Yes.” Aeronwen nodded.

“A freshman?”

Jol couldn’t help but chuckle. “I know how it looks,” he said, glancing down at the surface of the desk. The receptionist had a large number of knick-knacks sitting on the oaken top, one of which was being used as a paperweight to hold down a stack of applications. “I’m no spring chicken, that’s for true. But Lady Aeronwen is convinced I have magical potential hidden inside of me. Potential that was missed when I was a lad.”

“It must be some potential,” the receptionist muttered. “You do realize he’s going to be a decade older than the rest of this semester’s freshmen, right?”

Aeronwen’s professionalism allowed her to absorb this jibe without rising to the bait. “We’re not concerned by that at all,” she insisted. “The paperwork, please.”

With a shrug, the receptionist went off to do just that. She came back with a piece of wood, a stylus, and several sheets of paper covered in minuscule script.

“Go ahead and fill all of that out,” the woman insisted.

Jol stared at the paperwork. It looked like a good half-hour’s worth of scribbling.

“Must I?” he asked.

The corner of the receptionist’s mouth curled in a smirk. “Unless you’ve got magic enough to fill it out that way.” She gave him a look that wasn’t all that different from the ones she’d given Jessamyn Silverbrook when she said it. Jol was beginning to realize it wasn’t the young woman’s dress or attitude that did it—this receptionist was just an awfully unpleasant person.

“We’ll handle it,” Aeronwen said quickly, stopping Jol before he could say something he regretted. “Come sit over here.”

She led Jol to a set of high-backed chairs along one side of the room. As soon as they were out of her direct field of vision, the receptionist went back to perusing some notes she’d gathered on the countertop.

“What a rude woman,” Jol whispered. “Are all the functionaries in the Lyceum like her?”

“Only the career types,” Aeronwen said, wrinkling her nose in a way Jol couldn’t help but find cute. “Don’t be offended, my darling. For people like her, the only pleasure they get in life is found in bringing other people down.”

Jol had known plenty of people like that in the Expeditionary Force. He started to scribble, beginning with his name and place of birth. There were all sorts of questions on the Lyceum’s forms—he realized he was going to need to disclose a great deal of his history with the Second Empire’s military.

“Everyone seems to think I’m going to fail at this,” Jol muttered as he worked.

“I don’t,” Aeronwen replied. “I know you’ve got this, Jol.”

He kept working. Aeronwen’s presence next to him kept threatening to take his mind off of the task at hand, so he decided that working in the midst of a conversation was easier than working in lustful silence.

“The lecture this… Kishinori fellow is giving to the Lyceum,” Jol said, keeping his tone light and conversational. He didn’t want Aeronwen to think he was too interested in Miss Silverbrook. “It sounds interesting. That young woman who threw a tantrum in here seemed pretty convinced whatever he was going to talk about, he’d gotten wrong.”

Aeronwen brightened at the mention of a tantrum. “Instructor Kishinori,” she said, nodding eagerly. “From the far South, just like our students Lily and Violet. He’s one of our most brilliant scholars in the field of chronomancy—the study of time magic.” She leaned in closer, dropping her voice. “Chronomancy was very important in that field exercise I told you about on the road.”

The scrying, in other words. Jol nodded.

“What is his lecture about?”

Aeronwen blinked, caught off-guard. “I don’t actually know,” she admitted. “I haven’t seen the Lyceum in months—I’m not caught up on the latest discoveries.” Or the latest gossip, she didn’t need to add. “Excuse me?”

The receptionist sat up a little straighter. “Yes? Are you having trouble? Do you need a new pen—?”

“The lecture that Miss Silverbrook insisted on attending,” Aeronwen said, cutting her off. “You wouldn’t know what it happens to be about…?”

“She mentioned something about a ‘suspended enchantment’,” Jol said, ticking off one of the boxes on the form. “Sounded like very advanced stuff.”

The receptionist made a sour expression. “How should I know? Kishinori’s always going on and on about all that time stuff. It’s kind of his thing.” A sly smile spread across her face. “You’d think if he was going to learn how to travel through time, his future self could just come back to when he was young and explain it all to him! Save him the effort!”

“Good point,” Jol muttered.

“It’s supposed to be in a few weeks’ time,” the receptionist added. “Just after the evening meal. That girl’s going to cause trouble, I can already tell you that.”

Jol didn’t need to be a magical researcher to know that was true. “Is there any chance you could get us an invitation to this lecture?” He asked mildly.

Aeronwen frowned. “Jol, what are you planning?”

Jol chuckled to himself as he flipped over the form and began filling out the other side. “Just thinking. It might be entertaining to watch the fireworks fly.”

The mage instructor didn’t look totally against the idea. “If we were there, we might be able to stop Jessamyn before she causes a scene,” Aeronwen mused, a knuckle against her chin. “The Dean would probably thank you for stepping in and teaching her some discipline. Everyone else at this school is too terrified to stand up to her…”

Hell, Jol was pretty terrified, too. The woman was a Psychomancer—one of the most fearsome weapons of the Second Empire. Her speciality was magic of the mind: hallucinations, illusions, insanity. A skilled Psychomancer could instill debilitating fear in an entire army and discern truth from lies even when sitting across from the most gifted actor or secret agent. Jessamyn Silverbrook was bloody terrifying.

Yet the thought of giving a little ‘discipline’ to an overactive brat in a schoolgirl uniform?

Well, that was the kind of fantasy a man would gladly risk a little insanity for.

Aeronwen must not have been thinking about that aspect of it. The Woman in Blue turned to the receptionist eagerly, looking at the woman like they were suddenly as thick as thieves. “Could you get us invitations to the lecture?” she asked.

Suddenly the receptionist did not look quite so irritated. “I don’t see why not,” she replied with a shrug. “Honestly, I don’t even think there’s going to be security checking these things. I think that Silverbrook girl simply likes stirring up trouble…”

There was definitely something she enjoyed stirring up. Jol figured she probably liked trouble, too.

“We appreciate it,” he said, rising from his seat. “Also, these have been completed.”

He handed the documents over to the receptionist. She stared at them as if she’d never seen them before, just before placing them in a drawer to the side of her desk.

“Wonderful,” she said. “You’ll be registered by the end of the day. As the semester is already underway, your class selections will be limited. Whatever introductory lessons we have space for, that’s where we’ll put you.”

“I’ll see to it that he doesn’t miss out,” Aeronwen explained. “Master Godfrey and I have both taken an interest in Jol.”

And if Aeronwen’s interest in him was anything other than professional, the receptionist didn’t notice it.

“Good.” The receptionist rummaged around in her desk for a few minutes, bent nearly double as she worked. “Give me just a second. I can never find these damned things when I need them…”

Finally, the woman came up with a slender pad, its pages the color of bread fresh out of the oven. Jol noticed a strange symbol atop each paper; the crest of the Lyceum stared up at him from the page, ornate and filled with sharp angles.

“You’ll need to take one of these to the dormitories,” the receptionist explained. “Hopefully they’ll be able to find a place for you…”

Jol did a double take. “Dormitories?”

The receptionist blinked. “Yes. Where did you think you would be housed? The Imperial Palace?”

Jol turned to Aeronwen. “I’m a nearly thirty-year old man,” he grunted, dropping his voice. “I’m far too old to bunk down with people who are barely older than children!”

Working and learning alongside much younger students was one thing. But actually living with them?

Not only was Jol not the sort of man to change his ways to accommodate roommates, he sensed he would severely cramp the style of any young people who’d come to the Lyceum for training. Perhaps if the place had the air of a military barracks, he could have stood it, but a dorm?

“We’ll talk about it later,” Aeronwen assured him, taking the top sheet from the pad. “Thank you. You’ve done a tremendous job.”

The receptionist gave them both a smart nod. “My pleasure.”

By some wonder, she actually did sound pleased. A minor miracle.

As they stepped out into the midday sun, Jol forced out a laugh. “I’m not living in some common room with four brats barely old enough to shave,” he told Aeronwen, shaking his head. “I’ll do a great many things in the service of the Second Empire, but that’s a bridge too far…”

Aeronwen looked at him for so long he began to suspect he’d done something wrong. Then a smirk spread across the mage instructor’s face, and she lifted the piece of paper she’d been given from the receptionist’s office. The details of Jol’s accommodations were written on the top in black ink.

She tore it right down the middle.

Jol stared in shock as the pieces of his pass fluttered to the ground. Aeronwen folded it over and tore it again, this time ripping it into strips, and didn’t stop until the thing was little more than a small pile of confetti on the stony ground.

“You…” Jol’s mouth hung open.

Aeronwen laughed. “You didn’t really think I’d house you with a bunch of barely legal teenagers, did you?” She clasped his shoulder. “You’re coming to my place, Jol. I have plenty of room—and I’d be more than happy to share a bed with you.”

She winked at that. Jol would be plenty happy to share a bed with her, too.

“That’s better,” he said, chuckling. “Shall we go there now?”

He expected Aeronwen to say yes. But instead, the brown-haired woman pursed her lips.

“Not quite yet,” she said, glancing around the square. “There’s one person I need to introduce you to first. Come with me.”

And she headed across the square at a trot.

Jol followed, hastening to catch up with her. “Where are we going?” he asked.

Aeronwen turned, grinning. “To see the Dean!”
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The hallway was incredibly quiet.

In here, you couldn’t hear the hustle and bustle on the street below. Jol looked out the window and saw students streaming from each of the Lyceum’s buildings and the bell—which was nowhere near as large as the one on the Grand Cathedral—tolling the end to lessons for the day. Out on the square it would have been a roar; in the halls of Dean Pike’s office, it was little more than a whisper of distant thunder.

“Good acoustics,” he muttered.

The two of them were in the waiting room. Aeronwen sat on a little wooden bench, sipping a cup of coffee one of the servants had brought her shortly after she settled down. They’d offered Jol a mug as well, but he’d declined. He didn’t want to be too jittery.

The excitement of the day thundered through him without warning, recurring at random times. He was here! In the heart of the Empire, behind the wall within the wall that separated the capital city of Keynes from the rest of the world. He walked among the Second Empire’s best and brightest, skilled mages who would change the world with their powers once they graduated and took their posts.

So why did he feel so nervous?

Perhaps it was because Jol didn’t truly believe he belonged there. Someone like Jessamyn Silverbrook certainly did, regardless of her birth—one look at the young woman and any man with a pulse knew she belonged in the halls of power, tempting men with her smile and slaying them with her remarkable intellect. But him?

He was a country bumpkin. A passable soldier, then a passable blacksmith. He still had no clue what it was that made his special ability tick. He didn’t even know if something he forged today would have any special properties, or reflect a magic spell if it were cast upon the wearer. So he had reason to be worried.

“So this is the Imperial Capital,” a little voice whispered over his shoulder. “Strange. It’s much less impressive than I assumed…”

Oh, yes. There was that, as well.

Envy had decided to come alive again. The demon Jol met in the woods surrounding Littlereach had been silent for all the days of their long journey; now, behind the walls of the Lyceum, she was beginning to whisper to him once more. He couldn’t help but worry about what that meant for the future.

“Are you frightened, Exalted One?” Envy’s voice held a hint of mirth. “I can feel your heart beating, you know. I can even feel the blood as it pumps through your veins. Oh, it just picked up a little bit…”

Jol glanced over at Aeronwen. She was engaged in her coffee; he could risk whispering a bit without being overheard, so long as he was quiet about it.

“What would you do,” Jol said, barely making a sound as he shaped his lips, “if I released you?”

He thought he could hear the demon chuckling. “Oh, you would not like that, Exalted One,” Envy said, her voice sounding as if her lips were right up against his ear. “You would not enjoy that in the slightest. Neither would those people down there…”

Pandemonium, in other words. An apt word to describe it.

“So I’m stuck with you,” Jol whispered, the sound from his lips so quiet he couldn’t even hear it.

“I wouldn’t think of it like that,” Envy replied.

“How would you think of it?”

“Really, I’m stuck with you,” the demon cackled. “But I’m happy to be here, Exalted One. I’m exactly where I need to be. Just like you.”

“Listen,” Envy whispered, her voice shifting. “I need you to do me a favor.”

A door opened, and one of the Dean’s assistants came strolling in. “Shouldn’t be long now,” she said, brushing her long, flowing robes as she took a seat behind her desk.

Aeronwen gave him a look. She sipped her coffee faster, wanting to be done with it by the time they were called by the Dean.

“What’s the favor?” Jol asked, barely moving his lips. “Fair warning, demon, I’m in enemy territory right now. My options for assisting you are limited.”

A chuckle came from right behind his ear. “These people aren’t my enemy, Exalted One. Any more than they are yours. And my favor is easy enough for you to perform, for it requires you to do nothing at all.”

Jol waited.

“I do not believe your lover is going to tell her boss about me,” Envy continued. “From the expression on her face, she intends to confess nearly everything else—but not that.”

“Hmm,” Jol said, staying non-committal. He wondered why Aeronwen would want to keep Envy’s existence under her hat. Probably it made sense, because the creature clearly served the Autarch in some capacity. Just bringing her to the Lyceum was a risk, even if she claimed to serve Jol absolutely.

“I don’t want you to tell her about me,” the demon whispered. “If the Lyceum’s leaders find out I’m here, they’ll try to exorcise me. Or worse!”

Jol gave a little start. “I don’t think they’ve done exorcisms in Keynes for a hundred years.”

“In the Grand Cathedral, they might,” Envy insisted. “Please, Exalted One. Haven’t I done a good job at serving you? Haven’t I saved your life?”

Jol didn’t move.

A note of mischief entered the demon’s tone. “Haven’t I given you pleasure?”

This time, the little shudder that passed through Jol’s body had nothing to do with fear. “You did something to me,” he admitted, thinking of the night when Envy touched him with her power while Aeronwen had her mouth on him. “I don’t know how much of that was you, and how much was the excitement of Aeronwen in the carriage—”

“Bullshit,” the demon snapped. “You know that was me. I can help you, Exalted One. I saw the way you were looking at the Psychomancer.”

Jol stiffened. His jaw clenched, his teeth grinding together.

“Don’t speak to me of her,” he whispered.

Envy laughed. “She tried to use her powers on you,” the demon guffawed, talking and laughing as loud as it wanted since no one else could hear or see it. “She’s walking around the Lyceum right now in confusion, because there’s not a single man on campus immune to her charms. You were supposed to turn to putty in her hands, Exalted One—and because you didn’t, Jessamyn is now interested in you. Interested in a way she doesn’t feel about other men.”

Jol couldn’t help but feel complimented by that. He swallowed hard, trying not to think of the clever young Psychomancer in her naughty schoolgirl outfit. Had she really tried to touch his mind with her magic?

If that were the case, then maybe it was a good thing he had Envy as his familiar.

“Think about it, Exalted One,” the demon giggled. “You could be so much more than you are now. You could be the Emperor of this place.”

“I’ll think about it,” Jol grunted. “But I don’t think you’re going to like the conclusion I draw.”

Envy sniffed. “I’ll keep watch over you, Exalted One,” she promised. “Should you get into trouble, I will appear. Remember, all you need to do is touch me, and then—”

“You become a spider upon my back,” Jol said, moving his lips. “One that does terrible things. I remember, Envy.”

“Good. Say hello to Dean Pike for me.”

With that, the pressure in the back of his mind eased. If Envy was still with him, he could no longer sense her presence. She was gone.

“Jol?” Aeronwen had risen from her chair. Her blue dress swished about her ankles, matching the blue jewel hanging from her throat and the blue stole on her shoulders. She gave him a worried look. “Are you alright?”

Jol blinked away the last remnants of Envy. “I’m fine,” he said, clearing his throat. “I was just having a conversation with an old friend.”

Aeronwen’s expression darkened. “Anything I should be worried about?”

Other than the fact that I’ve brought a demon into the heart of the empire? One who jokingly says she’ll start murdering the student body if I ever try and release her from my service? A demon who wants me to seduce Jessamyn Silverbrook and fuck her brains out? No, dear. Nothing at all to worry about…

Jol gave the woman a smile. “Everything’s fine,” he said. “Just hammering out some—”

The door opened. “The Dean will see you now,” an assistant said.

Aeronwen entered first, with Jol following close behind. The Dean’s office was everything Jol had expected it to be: a stately study covered in shelves, upon which rested volumes of arcane lore and ancient artifacts collected from all around the world. A massive window lay directly behind the Dean, framing his desk and giving an enviable view of the Inner Island and the buildings of the government and the Cathedral.

Dean Pike sat at his desk, his hands folded in his lap. Even with his advanced age, he was an imposing man, with a face like a granite slab and a nose that had been broken and set several times over. Jol wondered how many battlefields the man had wielded magic on, and how many times he’d been forced to switch to melee weapons in order to come out onto the other side alive.

He rose as Aeronwen entered, went to the woman in blue and kissed her hand. “Welcome back, Aeronwen,” he said, eschewing the lady the way he probably knew Aeronwen wanted. “It’s good to see you again. I was beginning to worry we’d lost you to the Eastern Reach for the rest of your days…”

“No worries on that score,” Aeronwen insisted. “Though it was very pretty countryside, I have to say.”

The two of them exchanged a few more pleasantries, then they all sat down and got to business.

“I understand this man is the one we’ve been looking for,” Dean Dirk rumbled. “He’s the one who forged the helmet that saved Ser Jeroboam?”

Aeronwen glanced over at Jol. “One and the same,” she said with a nod. “Dean, this Jol Rivers, of Littlereach. Jol, this is Dean Garnet Dirk, the head administrator of the Lyceum.”

“Pleased to meet you,” Jol said, tilting his head. Politeness had never been a problem for him.

The Dean looked like he didn’t particularly care about politeness one way or the other. This was about magical business. “Do you have it?” he asked Aeronwen, giving her azure bag a significant look.

It? Jol wondered. What did Aeronwen have in that bag?

“I do,” the mage instructor said. “I have to warn you, however, that the item’s enchantment has already been broken. We were attacked by a group of inhumi inside of Littlereach, led by a heinous creature with gelatin for skin and metal scales for armor…”

The Dean let out a shocked noise. “Glad you made it out alive! I didn’t expect the item to actually come pre-enchanted, Aeronwen. Let me see it, please.”

Aeronwen’s hand disappeared inside of her bag. It came out with the lion’s head door knocker Jol had forged for Mayor Lutz. It felt like he’d done that work a lifetime ago.

The brown-haired mage instructor handed the lion’s head over to the Dean. The fine work Jol had done in Littlereach had been marred by the creature’s assault—parts of the lion’s metallic mane were covered in scratches and burn marks, while the red coals that had once formed the creature’s eyes were cracked and broken.

It was still a decent piece of work. But it was no longer the fine ornament it had once been. Jol worried the Dean would look at it and think he wasn’t a blacksmith worthy of his forge.

He needn’t have worried. The Dean held the lion’s head like a holy relic, his manner quiet and filled with awe.

“And you say this reflected a spell?” he asked, glancing from the lion’s eyes into Aeronwen’s. “It protected you from this creature you fought in Littlereach?”

“It did more than just reflect,” Aeronwen admitted. “Dean, the enchantment Jol placed upon the lion’s head amplified the spell!”

The Dean stared at Aeronwen in astonishment. “It made the spell even stronger?”

Her eyes flashing with excitement, Aeronwen related the tale of their battle against the Myriad. The Dean listened, his gaze growing sharper and more intense as the story continued. When Aeronwen got to the part about the reflected spell, the man grew so attentive that the brightest pupils in the Lyceum looked scatterbrained by comparison.

“An ice spell,” the man grunted once Aeronwen was finished. “You threw an ice spell at the door knocker, and it became an entire blizzard…”

“It was truly an unexpected result,” Aeronwen agreed. “The eyewitness accounts of what happened with Ser Jeroboam said merely that the man’s helmet reflected the blast of death magic. Not that it actually made it stronger.

“Hmm.” Dean Dirk ran a finger along the lion’s mane. “Perhaps the potential was there the whole time, and it simply couldn’t be followed up on.” He glanced up from his study of the door knocker’s features. “After all, how could you make a death spell even stronger?”

“If it made someone… doubly dead?” Jol guessed.

The Dean laughed loud and long at that. “I like the way you think, Rivers,” he said, pointing a meaty finger at Jol. “Really, that’s not as ridiculous as it sounds. A spell that prevents magical healing would be quite useful, even on the battlefield. It would also make assassinations a whole lot easier.”

Jol gave a start. “Assassinations?”

“Perhaps I’m not supposed to talk about those,” the Dean said with a gruff smile. He rocked back in his seat, casting a glance up and down Jol’s body as he sized the man up. Jol could tell the Dean liked what he saw, but not in the same way Jol liked what he saw when he looked at Aeronwen or Jessamyn.

Dean Dirk was looking at him the way a soldier looked at a sword smelted fresh from the forge.

Like he’s wondering how many people he can kill with it. With me.

“So you do this?” The Dean asked, gesturing at the lion’s head knocker. “You put these reflective enchantments into the things you create in your work as a blacksmith?”

It was the million gold piece question. Jol thought about it for a minute, then sighed.

“I really don’t know,” he admitted. “If I do, I have no idea how the process works or what causes it. Lady Aeronwen watched me while I forged that lion’s head in Littlereach, observing the process every step of the way. She noticed nothing untoward.”

“And yet it worked,” the Dean said, nodding. “Well, Master Rivers, I can assure you this. We will discover what it is about you that allows you to do these things.”

Something inside of Jol relaxed. Dean Dirk sounded so certain of himself that it dissolved the greater part of the man’s worries. Of course they’d be able to help him. This was the greatest college of magical learning in all of the Second Empire.

“You,” the Dean said, pointing a meaty finger once more at Jol, “are the Lyceum’s newest special project. We’re going to be keeping you under our collective hats for now, Master Rivers—we don’t want word to get around about this powerful new technology we might be able to deploy against the heathens. So to anyone who would normally look, you’ll merely be a new student. Albeit a very… late enrollment.”

The man couldn’t keep the smirk off of his face at that. Jol understood. Even the students on the verge of graduating the Lyceum and taking their positions in the empire proper would still be a few years younger than he was. Jol was going to stick out on campus like a sore thumb.

“He will be attending classes, though, yes?” Aeronwen asked. “We’ll need Jol enrolled in order to keep the rumormongers at bay.”

Jol wondered if Aeronwen wasn’t thinking about a different set of rumors. A new student, so much older than everyone else, would already be cause for a great deal of comment among the Lyceum’s attendees. How much more would they whisper once it was made clear that he was close with one of the school’s instructors?

So close that I live in her quarters, Jol thought. Perhaps that’s another thing we ought best to keep under our hats for now…

“Of course, of course,” the Dean was saying. “I’d be the last person to rob the man of a proper education.” He turned to Jol with a knowing smile. “After Emperor Willem’s service, this place is likely to feel like a kindergarten in comparison, eh?”

Jol wasn’t so sure about that. But he smiled back anyway. “I just hope I’m able to fit in,” he said.

The Dean nodded, lost in thought. “I doubt it’ll be much of an issue,” he said, batting away Jol’s worries with an oversized hand. “I’m more concerned about your magic. As soon as possible, I want to get you forging some items in the Lyceum.”

To see how his powers worked, no doubt. Jol nodded. “Certainly. Is there a forge located here?”

“Several.” The Dean sounded proud of the fact. “We’re not barbarians, Master Rivers. Most black smithed items in the Inner Island are created locally, by our own artisans. Some of them have been serving the Lyceum for decades.”

“I’m assuming, then,” Aeronwen asked, “that they can be trusted for their discretion.”

“Of course,” the Dean assured them both. “The sessions will have to occur outside of normal hours, so that there’s less of a risk they’ll be noticed.” The man turned his shaggy brows on Jol. “I’m assuming that won’t be a problem for you, soldier?”

Jol shook his head. “I’ll be happy to do it whenever you can fit me in.”

“Capital.” The Dean leaned back, apparently considering the matter settled. “We’ll have some of the college’s best and brightest supervising, doing whatever they can think of to discover how the enchantment process works. Your first assistant has already been vetted for their discretion and will be in attendance starting with your first session, tomorrow night.”

Tomorrow night? The Dean really was moving fast. But when you had a mystery like this to solve, he supposed it was worth it.

“I’ll be happy to meet the lad,” Jol told the Dean. “I’m sure he and I will get along fine.”

“She, actually,” the Dean said, suddenly unable to meet Aeronwen’s eye. “Your assistant will be a sophomore—a brilliant young scholar in our Psychomancy program. Her name’s Jessamyn Silverbrook.”

Aeronwen looked as if she’d swallowed an egg whole. “Excuse me?”

“I know you’d probably prefer someone with a bit more experience,” the Dean said hastily. “But I can assure you both that she’s brilliant—”

“Her brilliance doesn’t concern me,” Aeronwen said, her brows shooting skyward. “Her attitude does.”

“We’ve met her,” Jol said. “It was… contentious, to say the least.”

Some of the color drained from the Dean’s face. “I see.”

“You can’t seriously be suggesting we have this… this disobedient brat shadowing Jol?” Aeronwen looked at the Dean as if the man had lost his mind. “Garnet, that’s insane.”

“We think a liberal application of psychomancy has the best chance of discovering whatever process allows Jol to enchant the items he’s working on in his forge,” the Dean explained. From the steel in the man’s voice, it was clear he wasn’t backing down. “Not only is Miss Silverbrook our most talented psychomancer, but her discretion is also beyond reproach. I can’t even begin to tell you of the number of secret projects she’s handled on our behalf, without the public ever becoming aware of their existence…”

How interesting. Jessamyn Silverbrook, a secret agent working for the Lyceum? It made a certain kind of sense. It explained why the girl was such an outsider—and why she was allowed to get away with some of the most outrageous dress sense Jol had ever seen.

“I don’t like this idea,” Aeronwen protested. “That girl can’t be trusted around Jol.”

“And why is that?” the Dean asked.

Aeronwen didn’t have an easy answer. She couldn’t exactly say it was because she’d seen the young woman flirting with her man—even if Dean Dirk wasn’t scandalized by the discovery that Jol and Aeronwen were in a relationship, it wouldn’t have been sufficient reason to keep them from working together. The man cared about one thing and one thing only: learning the secret of Jol’s magic.

“It’s just… it’s not a good idea,” Aeronwen finished lamely. She looked irritated at herself for not coming up with a better answer, and a little suspicious of Jol for not jumping in to help her.

To be honest, Jol was surprised by it too. Did he want to work with Jessamyn?

Well, she was gorgeous. No argument there. And she certainly seemed interested in Jol.

He knew she was trouble with a capital T. But as much of his life as he’d lived in the shadow of death, Jol had little reason to fear the kind of danger a woman could bring. Better to slide into the grave with a good story than tiptoe into the end shrouded in safety.

“If this Jessamyn girl can detect whatever it is I’m doing while I’m forging items, then I’ll be glad to have her nearby,” he told the Dean. “I’m sure it will be fine, Aeronwen.”

The woman didn’t look totally convinced. But she wasn’t going to correct him to his face.

She might bring it up later, however. Chances were good of that.

“This is your main objective,” the Dean said, looking from Jol to Aeronwen and back again. “Make no mistake, Master Rivers, we intend to give you an education and see what you might be able to do for the Second Empire. But you won’t have anything like a normal curriculum—”

“Respectfully, sir, I’m not sure a normal curriculum is even what I want.”

A smirk tugged at the Dean’s lips. “Good. We’ll be focused on discovering where your magic comes from and how it can be controlled. If you learn some spells along the way or discover a talent for alchemy or something like that, then fine. But this is the main thing.”

Aeronwen saw an opening and went for it. “You’re absolutely right, Dean Dirk,” she said smoothly. “Jol should be held at a remove from the rest of the student body. It would be absurd, for instance, to put him in one of our dormitories and expect him to live with people who are nearly young enough to be his children.”

That was exaggerating a bit, but it helped get the woman’s point across. Dean Dirk looked thoughtful.

“I suppose you’re right,” he grumbled after a moment. “This is a man who’s seen combat, after all. He’s far too old to pal around with green teenagers. Perhaps we can arrange a room for you at one of the inns just over the bridge to the Inner Island—”

“He can stay with me,” Aeronwen said quickly, lifting a hand.

The Dean’s brows rose.

Aeronwen’s face went as red as an apple, but she didn’t back down. “I have plenty of room,” she said, as if Jol would be sleeping on a couch instead of in her bed. “My apartments are some of the most spacious in the Inner Island. And both of us know it would be a huge bother for Jol to have to navigate the security checkpoint every morning and every night…”

Strangely, the Dean looked like he was on the verge of laughter. “If Master Rivers is amenable to such an arrangement,” he said, jerking a thumb in Jol’s direction, “then I have no objections. Jol?”

He gave a start. “Not at all,” he said, giving the Dean a smile in return. “I think that would be right as rain.”

“It’s settled.” The man rose and shook Jol’s hand. “Welcome to the Lyceum. Instructor Aeronwen will get you set up with your classes tomorrow.”

Aeronwen took Jol’s hand, though she was watching him from the side now. Something about the way he’d spoken concerning Jessamyn had set her off, though he wasn’t sure whether it was just garden-variety worry about his magic or something deeper. Either way, he sensed he’d soon find out once he and Aeronwen were alone.

“I appreciate it,” he said. “I won’t let you down.”

Tomorrow, his new life truly began.

And tonight, he’d be spending his first evening under Aeronwen’s roof.
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Aeronwen was quiet during the long walk back.

The sun was setting over the horizon as they left Dean Dirk’s office. A few clusters of students congregated on the green, but most had returned to their dormitories. In marked contrast to what Jol expected of the Lyceum, there was little drinking or revelry to be seen. The students of the Lyceum were a serious sort, training themselves for the good of the Second Empire. It was no party school.

A few students turned to regard him as he walked by. More eyes followed Aeronwen; the mage instructor was known to the students of the Lyceum, and from the way they looked at her, she’d clearly been missed around campus. What should have been a walk of no more than five minutes took nearly twenty, as several groups of students peppered the blue-robed mage instructor with questions about her recent whereabouts and well-wishes for the remainder of the semester.

Jol knew that Aeronwen had a talent for diplomacy, but he’d rarely seen her exercise it before now. Among the students of the Lyceum, the mage instructor was like a fish in water—in her natural element, conversing with students and holding court like a queen on a throne.

He was impressed. Jol hadn’t thought his affection for Aeronwen could be any deeper, but apparently he’d been wrong.

Aeronwen’s quarters were located in a far-off corner of the Inner Island, not far from the main bridge separating the campus from the rest of Keynes proper. The building was a handsome three-story complex with a steeply-slanted roof, surrounded by lush, shady trees. A garden was next to it on the riverside, with an elderly caretaker trimming the hedges. The man stopped and waved as Aeronwen approached, then returned to his work.

“I exaggerated a bit for the Dean’s sake,” Aeronwen was explaining. “But my quarters really are comfortable. You’ll like them, I’m certain.”

“I’m sure I will,” Jol said, looking up at the roof of the building. It was longer than it was wide, with two wings of suites stretching from the center in a gentle U-shape. In the mornings, the windows of those suites would be facing the sunrise. “Right now, what I could really use more than anything is a wash.”

Both of them laughed at that. “The road is harsh,” Aeronwen agreed. “Well, don’t worry, Jol. You won’t have to carry your own water or cook your own meals here. We have servants for the bath.”

Jol felt a little strange relying on another person to heat his bath. But he couldn’t deny that an evening of relaxation would make it far easier to assume his new challenges at the Lyceum tomorrow.

The interior of the building was quiet. The front room had a small counter with a room behind it, like a hotel, though if there was normally an attendant, he or she did not appear to be on duty. The rest of the room had the atmosphere of a study, with a blazing fire in the hearth and more books than Jol had ever seen sitting on shelves along the walls.

He approached one of the shelves. “Are these for residents?” He asked in amazement, running his fingers over the spines.

Aeronwen looked a little taken aback. “Of course,” she said, looking at the tomes with less reverence than he did. “This simple library is available for anyone staying in the apartments. Technically, I believe residents are supposed to have no more than three books checked out at a time. But I don’t believe anyone has ever enforced it…”

He gasped as he read the titles. Aeronwen’s library had a little of everything: history, magical theory, and fiction. It was the fiction books that interested him the most. Ever since he was a boy, Jol had always been a sucker for a good story. He’d had his nose in a book in the Expeditionary Forces every chance he got.

Back then, he’d read the same book three or four times in a row, lacking variety. Even in Littlereach, books were hard to come by. For Jol, the ‘simple library’ was an almost impossibly vast treasure trove of goodness.

“I can have three of these?” he blurted.

Aeronwen laughed, finally beginning to understand. “As long as you put them back when you are done, Jol Rivers, you can have as many as you like.” She smiled at him, as if reading his innermost thoughts. “Would you like to peruse the library for a few minutes before we head upstairs?”

She knew him well. Aeronwen sat down in one of the plush chairs and waited while Jol scanned the tomes, taking his time and choosing the volumes he felt the most excited about. To whittle the choices down to merely three seemed an almost impossible task, but Aeronwen didn’t complain, not even when Jol took far longer than ‘a few minutes’ to make his selections.

With the books in hand, Jol followed Aeronwen up the stairs. Her quarters were located at the farthest edge of the eastern wing of the building, in a corner suite that overlooked the river. Though the number of rooms meant there were dozens, if not hundreds, of people living in this complex, Jol didn’t hear a single sound in the hallways to imply the two of them were anything other than alone.

Aeronwen smiled when he brought that up to her. “Each suite in the building is magically warded,” she explained, gesturing at the door of the apartment they’d just passed. “Only those who have been invited by the occupant are allowed to enter. And the shielding prevents any noise from entering or leaving the suite, should the resident wish it.”

Interesting. So they could block out the outside world. Or deaden the sound inside the apartment so that they could yell as loud as they wanted without anyone hearing…

Suddenly Jol was excited by the possibilities. This could be very fun indeed.

Aeronwen’s apartment was the very last one in the line, at the very end of the wing. From the fact that the door occupied the very end of the hallway, rather than one of the sides, Jol guessed it was either larger than the other spaces or special in some other way. There was no keyhole, and Aeronwen produced no key; instead, the brown-haired woman approached the door and knocked three times.

A glyph on the wood glowed with an azure light. The door swung open.

Whatever magical wards Aeronwen placed upon her apartment while she was away had kept it in perfect condition. Her rooms looked neat and freshly swept of dust, as if a servant had been through a scant hour before their arrival. Her sitting room faced the window overlooking the Helt River, while along the opposite wall was the entrance to the kitchen and a small but cozy looking dining room. A hallway leading further back led to quarters for bathing and sleeping.

It all looked like home to Jol. After the dust and toil of the road he’d have been happy to find a tent with a tarp over the ground; this level of luxury seemed like almost too much for him.

“Home at last,” Aeronwen said, throwing herself down in one of the oversized chairs by the fireplace. With a snap of her fingers, the logs in the hearth began to burn, filling the room with a warm light and a pleasant, toasty heat. “God-in-Flesh, I was beginning to think I’d never see the walls of Keynes again…”

“Neither did I,” Jol admitted.

Aeronwen glanced over, surprised. “You’ve been to the Imperial Capital before?” she asked.

It was a few moments before he responded. “Once,” he said, letting out a grunt. “It was a long time ago. I’d rather not think about it.”

“I’m sorry if the place brings back bad memories for you,” Aeronwen said, sounding like she meant it. “Hopefully while you and I are here, we can make some better ones.”

That made Jol grin. “Aye.”

The pantries in Aeronwen’s kitchen were bare, but that did not bother the mage instructor too much. “I’ll order us a meal,” she said, reaching for a complicated arrangement of ropes hanging just next to the front door. Until she’d reached for them, Jol had no idea what they were for. “Anything in particular you’d like?”

“Yes,” Jol replied with a snicker. “Food.”

Aeronwen laughed at that. “Go get yourself cleaned up,” she said, gesturing at the rear hallway. “By the time you’ve finished, dinner will be here.”

Jol made his way down the hall. The bathroom Aeronwen indicated was indeed everything he’d hoped for, with a marble floor and a large, cast-iron tub. A pair of tubes set into the wall filled the tub with water. To Jol’s shock, the water from one of the tubes was so hot it nearly burned him.

Magic, he thought, amazed. These people have enough of it at their command that they can burn some on keeping their baths warm…

Perhaps it was a tremendous extravagance. But as Jol slid into the piping hot water and let it soothe away the aches and pains of two weeks of travel across the Eastern Reach, he reflected that perhaps a few extravagances were worth protecting.

He scrubbed himself until his skin was pink. Jol could only guess at what the array of bottles next to Aeronwen’s bathtub contained, but he managed to find the shampoo easily enough. He applied it to hair gone stringy from the road and ran some through his beard until both were clean and fresh.

Getting out of the tub, he wrapped a towel around his body and checked his reflection in the mirror. Until he’d finished with his bath, he’d been certain he was going to shave once he was done. Now, looking at the stubble that had grown to a respectable length around his goatee, he decided instead to trim everything down and make it even. He hummed a jaunty tune as he worked, then washed out the basin when he was done and poured the leavings down the drain with the bathwater.

Aeronwen was waiting for him as he left the bathroom. “Why, Jol,” the woman said, her brown eyes sparkling with admiration, “you look like a whole new man!”

“Not too new, I hope,” he said.

Aeronwen shook her head, grinning. “I love what you’ve done with your beard,” she whispered. “Here, these are for you.”

She held robes not unlike the ones he’d seen the students out on the campus green wearing. They were larger, built to fit his muscular frame, and he couldn’t help but wonder how she’d managed to procure them on such short notice.

“Oh, the campus weavers have clothing in every size,” Aeronwen said with a sly smile. “I just had to give a servant your measurements, and they were able to pull a few outfits out of storage. Unfortunately you’ll be wearing the same drab gray uniform as everyone else, but something tells me the color will suit you.”

Jol thought the same thing. “Wait. When did you have time to take my measurements?”

Aeronwen laughed. “Really, Jol, I had plenty of opportunities. You sleep like a log!”

With that, the mage instructor sashayed past him. She was already beginning to shrug off her pearlescent blue robes. “I’m going to go ahead and bathe as well,” she said, glancing over her shoulder. “Would you be a dear and wait for the servant to arrive with our dinner? You’ll just need to let the fellow in so they can deliver it. Otherwise, the wards will keep them out.”

Jol nodded. “I’ll be sure to dress first,” he said, glancing down at the robes.

“Good idea.”

He left Aeronwen in the bathroom and stepped into the mage instructor’s sleeping chambers. The towel fell from him as he climbed into the outfit Aeronwen procured. Just as she’d said, it fit him perfectly, as if it had been tailored to his frame. She was also right that he cut a dashing figure in the outfit. He’d been worried the uniform might make him look young, but he wore it well. The man with the short beard who stared at him from the bedroom mirror looked more like an experienced instructor at the Lyceum than one of its students.

He’d just made it back into the sitting room when a hollow chime filled the apartment. A moment later, someone knocked, as if they didn’t trust whatever magical means of signaling the suites used.

“Food!” a servant cried, their voice muffled by the door.

Jol opened it. A servant stood in the doorway, wearing the simple robes of one who served the Lyceum. Her eyes bulged when she saw Jol standing before her.

“You are not Lady Aeronwen,” the servant gasped.

Awkward, Jol thought. “Er, no—I’m not,” he admitted. “I’m her guest for the evening.”

The servant did a double take. “I… I have a cart,” she said, gesturing at what she’d brought. “May I enter?”

Oh, right. The wards. “Of course,” Jol said.

The servant entered, wearing a nervous expression. Jol shouldn’t have wondered why—not only was the poor girl properly scandalized, she looked young enough to be one of the Lyceum’s students rather than one of the commoners who served them. Her skin was the color of coffee with a great deal of cream, marking her ancestry as coming from the other side of the Far West Ocean. A half dozen braids ran down her back, tied up over her forehead with a kerchief.

“My apologies,” the servant muttered as she laid out the covered dishes. “I knew I was serving two people—there’s far too much food for Lady Aeronwen to be eating alone tonight. I was just shocked…”

Jol couldn’t help but chuckle. “Does Lady Aeronwen not often have guests?” he teased.

The servant turned and gave him a very frank appraisal. “Not like you, sir,” she said.

Interesting. The servant wasn’t a bad looking girl, especially when she looked at him with those brilliant hazel eyes. A little short and stocky, like all of her people from beyond the ocean, but well-built and easy on the eyes.

Half the men of the Expeditionary Force wouldn’t touch a girl from the Far West unless they were desperate, while the other half went crazy over them whenever they encountered a barmaid or a serving girl with Far West blood in a tavern. It didn’t particularly matter one way or the other to Jol: in his experience, people were people no matter where you went.

“Don’t worry,” the servant assured him, as if she’d heard the jokes a hundred times before. “I can reach all of the plates.”

To Jol’s surprise, the cart the servant had carried into the room was taller than normal. The top of it came almost up to the woman’s forehead, which was right around the middle of Jol’s chest. The dishes had been stacked atop it, along with a bottle of wine he felt certain Aeronwen had ordered especially for their first evening under her roof.

“That’s an unusual cart,” Jol admitted. “Did you choose to bring our dinner in like that, miss…?”

The servant woman turned. “I’m Tyssa,” the woman said, the corner of her lips twitching. “And no, actually. I did not.”

Jol glanced at the dishes the woman had placed on the table near the fire. Already delicious smells were rising from underneath their covers: the scent of roast meat, along with the sweetness of cinnamon rolls and pumpkin pie. The Lyceum had prepared a feast for them, no doubt.

But Jol was more interested in this woman. “Why are you saddled with this cart, then, Tyssa?”

The woman did a double take. “Do you really want to know, sir?”

Jol nodded. “I do.”

For a second, he was certain she was going to tell him. Then she turned away abruptly and jammed a corkscrew into the top of the bottle of wine. “I shouldn’t have mentioned anything,” she muttered, speaking as if to herself. “You’re not even supposed to know my name. The servants of the Lyceum are to be seen and not heard…”

Jol held up a hand, stopping the woman’s rambling before it could go any further. “Tyssa. Who exactly do you think I am?”

The woman blinked. She’d looked at him before, but now she truly saw him. He watched the wheels turning behind her eyes as she tried to grasp Jol’s riddle—for a riddle was certainly what it had to be.

“An instructor at the Lyceum?” she finally asked. “A new one, for otherwise I wouldn’t have seen you before…”

Jol was already shaking his head. “I’m no instructor,” he said, smiling at the woman. “I’m actually a simple country blacksmith, Tyssa. Which means I’m a great deal more like you than I’m like the rest of these people.”

The servant stared.

“So tell me the truth,” Jol insisted. “And if I can get Lady Aeronwen to help you, I will.”

Tyssa looked at Jol as if she couldn’t quite believe he was real. “You mean that?” she asked, suddenly wary.

Jol nodded, then gestured at one of the seats. “Sit,” he said, pulling the cover off of a plate of fried, finger-length potatoes as thick as daggers. “Tell me all about it while I eat.”

Tyssa hesitated. “I…”

“That’s an order,” Jol said. “You can tell your superior that, whenever you return.”

Slowly, the woman nodded. Tyssa sat down.

By the time Aeronwen got out of the shower, put on a simple blue robe (with a surprise underneath it) and made her way to Jol, the sitting room was filled with the sounds of laughter and conversation. She froze as she realized her man wasn’t alone—then stared in shock as she realized there was a servant sitting next to him by the fire, sharing in some of the meal she’d been ordered to bring.

“She doesn’t even think that we’re human,” Tyssa was saying. There were tears in the young woman’s eyes, but they were tears of laughter—she and Jol were in the middle of joking about her wicked employer. “I swear, the woman thinks she commands a pack of golems! And don’t even get me started on what she did to Instructor Eustace’s quarters when the man wasn’t there…”

Jol glanced up as Aeronwen entered. “Welcome back,” he said, favoring the mage instructor with his sexiest smirk.

Tyssa’s mouth snapped shut like a guillotine. The servant turned around slowly, all the color draining from her face. “Lady Aeronwen?”

Aeronwen’s confusion gave way to sympathy at the young woman’s distress. “Jol, what on earth are you doing?” she asked with a smile.

Jol chuckled. “I got bored of waiting for you,” he told the woman, “so I decided the servant could stay a while and keep me company. She’s full of all sorts of juicy gossip. Did you know that Instructor Petyrson is sleeping with not one but two of his students?”

“Jol…” Aeronwen trailed off, her amusement warring with her sense of propriety. “I know you come from a rough and tumble part of the world, darling. But around here, these things are simply not done. People will talk!”

“People do talk,” Jol said, nodding. “And they think the servants don’t hear.”

Aeronwen’s expression changed. “You’ve been talking about the latest gossip?” she asked.

“We have,” Jol agreed. “Did you notice the cart, by the way?”

Aeronwen turned. Her gaze lingered on the fine plates of food sitting on the table before the fire and the few still sitting on the cart itself—then she noticed the height of the cart for the first time. Her expression darkened.

“They’re punishing you,” she said, glancing from Tyssa to the cart and back again. “Aren’t they?”

Tyssa didn’t deny it. “Steward Allondria thinks I’m impertinent,” she said, making air quotes with her fingers. “She humiliates me every chance she gets. I think she’s going to try and frame me for stealing silverware.”

“I won’t let her,” Jol said with good humor.

Aeronwen took a step forward, her brows shooting skyward. “Jol,” she said thickly. “Did you give that servant some of our wine?”

Tyssa blanched. “I brought you two bottles,” she insisted, gesturing at the top of the cart. “He said I could have some!”

“Indeed I did,” Jol said, still looking as pleased as punch with the whole thing. “Have a seat, Aeronwen. Grab some grub. Wait until you hear about the Lyceum student who keeps disappearing in the middle of the night. The servants have a bet going about her…”

Tyssa’s gaze sharpened. “We’ve been tracking her movements,” the woman giggled, taking another sip of the wine. “But she disappears, like smoke! My friend Sarah followed her down a dead-end street once, on the way out of the Lyceum. There was nowhere for her to go—it was like she walked right through a wall!”

Jol nodded. “This strange girl’s name—you said it was Jessamyn?” he asked mildly.

Aeronwen stiffened.

“That’s right,” Tyssa said, chuckling with gusto. She took another one of the fried potatoes, giving Jol a look that many women would have gone mad with jealousy to see directed at their man. “Jessamyn Silverbrook. Lord Ardor’s bastard daughter, the one who walks around campus looking like a tavern princess because she knows the instructors can’t do a thing about it—”

Aeronwen took a seat. “Tell me everything you know about Jessamyn Silverbrook,” she said, grabbing a plate and putting several skewers of roast meat onto it.

Only now did the servant realize the predicament she’d placed herself in. She turned in her seat, her eyes widening as the realization washed over her.

“You plied me with fine food and drink to get information out of me!” Tyssa said, pretending to be shocked.

“I plied you with fine food and drink because I like you,” Jol shot back. “I’m getting information out of you because it will please the Lady Aeronwen, and because it will help me gain the upper hand over some of these prigs in the Lyceum. Unless you don’t wish to help me with that?”

Tyssa snorted. “For you? I’d be glad,” she said. “And assuming you can do that other thing you told me about, Jol…”

“What other thing?” Aeronwen asked suspiciously.

Jol waved the question away. “I’ll tell you about it later,” he insisted. “Go on, Tyssa. Tell us everything. What else have we missed while we’ve been away?”

The servant grinned. “Well, if you insist…”
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Later, after Tyssa was sent away, Aeronwen snuggled Jol on the couch.

“You brilliant bastard,” the brown-haired mage instructor said as she poured the final glass of wine into her goblet. “How did you know the servant girl was going to be such a fountain of gossip?”

The last hour had been incredibly informative. Tyssa knew even more than most servants about the comings and goings of the Lyceum’s luminaries. In addition, she knew a great deal about the mysterious Jessamyn Silverbrook. Jol had been interested in all of it, of course, but Aeronwen had a keen interest in that girl above all else. It wasn’t hard to see why.

“What can I say? I’m a resourceful man.” Jol took what was left of the wine bottle and placed it on the table. Their glasses clinked.

“I had no idea so much was going on at the Lyceum,” the mage instructor said. “I would have never thought to befriend the servants and get information from them.”

Strange. That was second nature for Jol. And he hadn’t been trying to pump the young woman for information. He’d merely sensed her distress and tried to find a way to alleviate it.

Things were different here in Keynes. Jol had forgotten after so much time spent in Littlereach, out in the back of beyond. In the Imperial Capital, people didn’t view each other as human beings so much as pieces on a game board, objects that could improve or hinder one’s social standing.

He was glad he didn’t have to worry about things like that with Aeronwen.

The mage instructor cared about him deeply. And truly.

“Did you manage to remember most of it?” Jol asked.

Aeronwen laughed. “As soon as she was gone, I started writing it down,” she said, pointing at the pad she’d left on the table. “I missed a few things, but the better part of the gossip is all down here. Who’s been having an affair with whom, who’s been cheating on their exams—it’s a veritable smorgasbord of blackmail material.” Her smile faded a bit. “If only we’d learned more about Jessamyn.”

“I’m sure we’ll get to know her better as time goes on,” Jol assured Aeronwen. “We’re going to be spending a great deal of time together, if what Dean Dirk told me means anything.”

Aeronwen aimed a playful punch at Jol’s shoulder. “Yes, and aren’t you just dreading that?” the mage instructor asked.

Hmm? “What are you implying?”

Aeronwen was more than a little tipsy. Together, they’d polished off the bottle of wine Tyssa brought them for their dinner along with the second bottle she’d stashed in the cart. Alcohol never hit Jol very hard, but the beautiful woman he shared the couch with wasn’t so lucky. Aeronwen was something of a lightweight.

“That I’m sure it will be a great hardship for you to be supervised by a half-naked woman a decade your junior,” Aeronwen teased. “You were practically begging the Dean to choose someone else to join the special project and watch you forge magical items. An elderly pensioner, perhaps?”

Jol was already shaking his head. “Jessamyn is a psychomancer,” he said. He said it like it explained everything—because for him, it did. “I won’t be comfortable with a psychomancer in my forge, no matter how beautiful she is.”

Aeronwen’s eyes widened. “So you do think she’s beautiful,” the brown-haired beauty purred.

She’d caught him out, and he knew it. “I was simply speaking rhetorically,” he said, moving a hand to the woman’s lower back. “Believe me, I know how powerful you are, Aeronwen. They say hell hath no fury like a woman scorned…”

He expected that to be the end of it. Aeronwen looked like she wanted to kiss him, after all, and a little playful fighting was often what led to kissing for couples. Instead of dropping it, however, a strange look spread across the mage instructor’s face. Had Jol done something wrong?

“What if… what if the woman wasn’t scorned?” Aeronwen asked. “What then?”

Oh my, Jol thought, looking into Aeronwen’s eyes. She really must be drunk.

“I’m quite sure I don’t know what you’re talking about, dear,” Jol said, favoring the woman with his sexiest smirk. “I’m only looking forward to spending the semester with you. You know that, Aeronwen.”

“I know,” the woman said. “It’s not… my goodness.” She raised a hand before her face, squinting at her fingers. “You don’t think the servant poisoned the wine, do you?”

Both of them laughed. Not too long ago, that would have brought back uncomfortable memories of Mayor Lutz at his inter-village get together, but Jol was beyond that now. “I think not,” he said, pulling Aeronwen a little closer. “Otherwise, I would be showing symptoms as well.”

Aeronwen smiled. “How do you know you’re not?”

Jol lifted the brown-haired woman into his lap with a growl. “Because the only thing I’m feeling right now is a terrible urge to rip your clothes off and have my way with you…”

That was exactly what Aeronwen wanted to hear. The woman let out a gasp as Jol’s mouth covered her own, her tongue sliding around his as he pushed her body against the back of her couch. Aeronwen wrapped her legs around Jol, her fingers digging into the muscles of his shoulders as she groaned low in her throat.

“Gorgeous,” Jol grunted as he broke the kiss. The mage instructor tasted even sweeter than the wine. “Shall we take this to the bedroom, Aeronwen? Or would you rather we do this right here, before the fire—”

His words were cut off by another kiss, longer and deeper this time. Aeronwen was insistent in his need for him, her body reacting to his own as she writhed and groaned and pressed herself against him.

And yet there was a strange feeling between them that hadn’t been there before.

Aeronwen broke the kiss, a dizzy look filling her gaze. She smiled drunkenly, a playful look in her eyes. She looks like a woman about to leap off a cliff into a river, Jol thought. Like she’s terrified, but she knows the rush will be worth it.

What did Aeronwen have to be worried about? The two of them had been together enough times by now. Each of them knew what the other person enjoyed, and they’d turned out to be remarkably compatible in both appetite and athleticism. He knew they were both going to enjoy this.

“Have you ever been with more than one woman at the same time?” Aeronwen asked.

It came out of her in a rush, like she was frightened she’d chicken out if she didn’t say it. Even as the words left her lips, spots of color roared to life in her cheeks, and her flushed face grew even more heated before the fireplace.

Jol didn’t think there was much Aeronwen could say to flummox him. He was wrong.

“I have not,” Jol admitted, more than a little taken aback by the question.

“Really?” Aeronwen looked skeptical. “I’ve heard that there are establishments in many towns, built to serve the men of His Majesty’s military on their excursions against the heathen. Supposedly in these tavern, the favors of a woman be purchased for the night—or of several women, if a man has the coin. They come in twos and threes.”

Jol had heard of such establishments himself. In his experience, however, such places were joked about by the men far more often than they were actually visited. They were also far rarer than Aeronwen made them sound and frequently only available to the higher-tiers of officers.

“I’ve never been with a woman in an establishment like that,” he said, admitting it easily. “And  since I left the Expeditionary Force, I hadn’t been with any women before I met you.”

Aeronwen nodded. “But it’s something you’d want, right?” she asked, undaunted. “I mean, such a thing is every man’s fantasy!”

Jol wasn’t sure where all this was coming from. “Aeronwen, I’m not unhappy with you in the slightest,” he said, his hand sliding up the woman’s back. There was something strange about her adherence to this fantasy—in the way she wouldn’t simply drop it. “I don’t understand where all of this is coming from…”

A strange look filled the woman’s eyes. “I saw the way you looked at Jessamyn,” she said, holding his gaze and refusing to look away. “No, don’t give me that, Jol—I’m not going to let you wriggle out of this. Even a blind woman couldn’t help but note the effect that little tart had on you…”

“Tart?” Jol blinked. How had this gone so wrong so quickly? “Aeronwen, I don’t understand why you’re feeling all this jealousy out of nowhere. Jessamyn Silverbrook is no threat to you—”

“I suppose I can’t be too surprised,” Aeronwen said, a strange look entering her eyes. “She’s gorgeous, after all. And she walks around the campus like she’s just waiting for the right man to throw her against a wall and put a few bastards of their own into her belly…”

Something clicked inside of Jol’s head. For a moment, he didn’t want to believe it was true. But the look on the face of his woman left no doubt.

This wasn’t jealousy. This was something else entirely.

“Aeronwen,” Jol said, amazed. “This is turning you on, isn’t it?”

Her expression told Jol everything he needed to know.

“I wish it didn’t,” she blurted, her cheeks turning red with a mixture of arousal and shame. “I’m not entirely sure what to make of it, Jol. The thought of you and Jessamyn together… it makes me angry. Any woman should be furious at the thought of her man sharing his bed with someone else. And yet… and yet…”

“And yet something about it excites you,” Jol said, finishing the thought.

For a moment, he thought she was going to deny it. Then Aeronwen nodded.

“Even I can see what a beauty she is,” the mage instructor admitted.

Jol knew he had to tread carefully here. Aeronwen was opening up a part of herself that most women never showed to their men. He wanted to push her a little harder, to find out what really made her tick, but the thought of upsetting her was intolerable.

“When you think of me and Jessamyn together,” he said, looking at Aeronwen very seriously. “Are you merely watching us? Or are you involved?”

Aeronwen bit her lip. “Involved, surely,” she whispered.

“With me, and me alone?” Jol asked.

Aeronwen blanched.

“Or… I suppose what I’m trying to say is, do you find Jessamyn attractive in the way a man would?”

Aeronwen’s jaw dropped. “I’m not sure what you’re accusing me of, Jol…”

He was already shaking his head. “Not accusing,” he insisted. “Just trying to understand you. Aeronwen, it makes no difference to me. I’m not one of these narrow minded men who believes we’re no different than cats and dogs. I’ve seen enough of the world to know that the inside of a woman’s heart is often a very complicated place.”

“Complicated,” Aeronwen repeated with a smile. “Oh, I really have no idea! It’s not anything we would actually do, in any case! I mean, trysting with the Lyceum’s most decorated psychomancer in training? My peers would think me mad! I was just trying to talk about your fantasies, darling.”

My fantasies? Jol wondered if they weren’t more Aeronwen’s fantasies.

“Very well,” he said. “But if it’s merely a fantasy, then it can’t hurt either of us, can it?”

A sly look entered Aeronwen’s face. “Not at all,” she whispered, nibbling her bottom lip. “Perhaps you’d… you’d be willing to let me explore this fantasy, Jol? Just between us, of course.”

Jol understood what Aeronwen was asking for. He didn’t know all the thorny little details of her sexuality—and in truth, he didn’t need to. He knew she loved him, and she would be true to him no matter what. That wasn’t in question.

With a grunt, Jol placed his hands beneath Aeronwen’s ass and lifted her off of her feet.

The mage instructor let out a squeal as she left the floor. She gripped Jol around the waist with her legs as he braced a hand against her lower back, keeping the other on the swell of her ass so he could squeeze it to his heart’s content. He made his way across the room before Aeronwen could fully recover, enjoying the way she writhed against him.

“What are you doing?” Aeronwen managed to gasp.

Jol gave the woman’s ass a hearty slap. “If I’m going to take you and Jessamyn both, I’m not going to do it out here,” he growled, making his way towards the rear of the suite. “I’d want a good, sturdy bed underneath me, first.”

Aeronwen groaned in response. The woman’s movements against him quickened as he covered the distance to the bedroom, her moaning and panting making him glad the mage instructor’s apartment was magically sealed to be silent from the outside.

Jol tossed Aeronwen onto the bed. The bedroom was every bit as nice as the rest of the suite; Jol barely had time to look around as he reached for the buttons of his shirt. He only had eyes for the beautiful woman lying in front of him.

Aeronwen, however, wanted more. “What would you do with us?” she purred, her eyes going feral with desire. “What would you do if you had two women at your beck and call, Jol Rivers?”

He thought about it and grinned. “First,” he said, “I’d have her waiting in the bedroom for us.”

A whimper of lust escaped the mage’s lips. “God-in-flesh, you’re making me so bloody wet! What would you do to her? Would you let me join in, or would you force me to sit on the edge of the bed and watch?”

Jol wasn’t sure which option would turn Aeronwen on more. Then he decided that it didn’t matter. The entire point was that she wanted him to decide. To explore the fantasy.

So he did.

“Oh, I’d fuck her in front of you,” Jol growled, leaning over her. “But first, I’d have you get her nice and warmed up for me.”

Aeronwen’s eyes rolled in their sockets. “How?” she whimpered.

Jol reached for the hem of the woman’s dress.

When he pulled it up, he got one hell of a surprise. Instead of the staid, pale blue shift Aeronwen normally wore to bed, the mage instructor had on a pair of barely-there black panties. The swell of her mound was clearly visible, the fabric soaked through by her sheer need. A similarly skimpy black corset hugged her perky breasts, cut so low in the front as to be scandalous.

Jol loved it.

Without a moment’s hesitation, he slid Aeronwen’s panties to the side. “Like this,” he growled, lowering his face to her bounty. “Except you’d be doing it to her, instead of me to you...”

And he slid his tongue deep into Aeronwen’s slit.

Honey dripped from the crevice between Aeronwen’s legs, coating his tongue as he buried his face in her pussy. She lifted one thigh and placed her heel on the space between his shoulder blades, pressing him even deeper as he ate her with gusto. Aeronwen’s ass lifted from the bed as pleasure coursed through her body, making her shudder and moan and whimper his name.

She tasted as sweet as a strawberry and was wetter than an overflowing river. Juice coated Jol’s face as he lapped at her nether lips, burying his nose and tongue deep inside of her as he inhaled her sweet, feral scent.

He kept on going until he thought Aeronwen might shatter beneath him, then pulled back a bit. The mage instructor’s long brown hair surrounded her head like a messy halo, and her face was a mask of pleasure with her eyes rolled so far back that only the whites could be seen.

A groan of frustration escaped her as he lifted his head. Juice shined on his lips as he locked eyes with the brown-eyed mage, her face filling with sheer lust as she lifted her hips to try and get his face back between her legs.

“You taste so fucking good,” Jol growled. Before Aeronwen could respond, Jol slid two fingers deep into her channel, stoking her inner fire. He reached for that special, spongy spot he knew rested deep in her core and found it, making a ‘come hither’ gesture with the two fingers as his thumb twirled in circles around the apex of her bliss.

As he worked, Aeronwen tore off the remainder of her clothes. In moments, her dress lay on the floor, forgotten, leaving her in nothing but her lingerie. He bent down and tasted the writhing slut beneath him, running his tongue all the way up and all the way back down before stabbing deep into her channel with his tongue and his fingers.

Aeronwen was barely on the bed any longer; the woman felt weightless beneath him. Her body shuddered as he explored her most secret places, her leg kicking madly against his back as she approached the point of no return. She jerked to the side, trying at the last moment to stop the pleasure before it became unbearable, but Jol wasn’t going to let her go. He savaged her pussy instead, pushing her right to the brink and sending her over.

He hummed against her clit, locking eyes with Aeronwen from between her legs. He needed no words to command her to cum for him; the look was enough.

Aeronwen’s head rocked back on her shoulders as she screamed. Orgasm washed over her like an ocean wave, a flood of juice coating his tongue as her walls clenched and gripped his fingers.

Thank the God-in-Flesh this room is soundproof, Jol thought, milking Aeronwen’s clit with his tongue until her huge, shuddering sobs began to ebb. Otherwise, the entire Lyceum would have heard that…

Truth be told, though, a part of him wanted them to hear.

Why not?

Aeronwen slumped against the covers, her body gone boneless with relief as she came down from her climax. The fingers that had been gripping the covers so tightly her knuckles went white relaxed, and a low groan of satisfaction passed from between her smiling lips.

“Oh, Jol,” she whimpered, looking up at him through a lock of hair matted to her forehead with sweat. “Darling, that was incredible…”

He was on her in an instant, kissing her deeply.

Aeronwen tensed at the unexpected taste of her own pussy on Jol’s lips, then she melted against him. Her mouth opened against his, greedily sliding her tongue deep into his throat as his hands went for her breasts and pulled them free of her top.

As soon as they were out of the confining fabric, Jol buried his face in her tits. He licked and sucked her nipples until they were as hard as diamonds, swirling his tongue around each sensitive nub until Aeronwen sounded like she was on the verge of a second orgasm.

Finally, he pulled back. “I’ve got to have you,” he growled.

Aeronwen giggled lustily. “Just me?” she asked, arching an eyebrow. “Or me and Jessamyn?”

He’d almost forgotten about the woman’s fantasy. Honestly, the more he thought about it, the more he realized that it just might be his fantasy, as well. The thought of having both Aeronwen and Jessamyn in the same bed... well, it was the kind of thing most men would get themselves into a hell of a lot of trouble for.

And if Aeronwen was insistent that it was just a fantasy, then why not enjoy it?

“Both of you,” Jol growled, guiding Aeronwen’s mouth to his rock-hard prick. “Two gorgeous women, worshiping me like there’s nothing else in the world they want to do. Fighting with each other to see who can please me the best...”

If Jol had been worried that Aeronwen’s orgasm would signal the end of her fantasizing, he needn’t have been. The mage instructor groaned as she opened wide and swallowed his prick, her free hand sliding between her legs and tugging her panties to the side to rub her dripping, still-needy slit. Her eyes rolled back in her head as she sucked and slurped, the irises reappearing only when she pulled back and started kissing and licking the underside of his crown.

“Tell me,” Aeronwen begged, her eyes shining with lust. “Please, Jol. I want to hear it.”

It wasn’t in Jol’s nature to be teasing or cruel. But with Aeronwen asking for it so sweetly, how was a man supposed to resist?

“Both of you kissing with my cock between you,” he grunted, tangling his fingers in Aeronwen’s long brown hair. “Taking turns passing it into each other’s mouths, trying so hard to be the one who gets to drink all that hot, sticky come...”

Suddenly Aeronwen was inhaling Jol’s prick. The mage’s lips formed a tight seal around his shaft, working up and down with a vengeance. Fuck! Jol thought, sparks flying from the crown of his manhood as it hit the back of Aeronwen’s throat. Is she going to try and do everything I say?

He hoped so!

“Jessamyn would love it,” he growled, beginning to give in to the impulse. “You know she loves flaunting her body—she’s always trying to show everyone that she’s superior. That she’s younger, tighter, hotter than the rest of campus.”

He’d been worried as he started comparing the two that Aeronwen would get offended. But the mage instructor’s back arched like a bow as she whimpered with delight. Aeronwen hadn’t been kidding—she really did get off on this scenario. Jol could see her fingers pumping between her legs, filling the bedroom with wet squelching sounds and the scent of her feral pussy.

“Fuck yes, that gorgeous little body of hers,” Jol growled. “So soft, and so fucking tight. I bet she doesn’t wear a stitch under that naughty little skirt of hers—”

Aeronwen’s mouth left him with a wet little pop. “I need you to fuck me,” she groaned, rubbing Jol’s cock all over her face. “I can’t take it any more!”

In that, he could gladly oblige.

“Turn around,” Jol commanded, guiding Aeronwen’s hands to the headboard. “I’d like to take you from behind.”

Aeronwen complied eagerly. As if the comparisons with Jessamyn gave her something to prove, the mage instructor made a show of arching her back and thrusting her round ass into the air, striking a pose Jol would have thought difficult for a woman half Aeronwen’s age.

The mage instructor’s pussy dripped with juice, coating her thighs. Her folds were soft and pink, faintly quivering with need. He was quite certain that Aeronwen had never been this turned on before—or at least hadn’t been this turned on in a long, long time.

Jol grinned and shook his head as he mounted his woman from behind. Life, it seemed, never ceased to be full of surprises. Who would have thought that talking about another woman in the bedroom was the key to awakening Aeronwen’s inner slut?

He pushed the head of his prick into her soaked channel, teasing and taunting the mage instructor. The mewling, desperate noise Aeronwen let out in response was everything Jol wanted to hear. She rocked her hips back and forth, trying to get him inside of her, but with his hand in her hair and the pillar of his cock just outside of her channel, Aeronwen was completely helpless.

“Don’t you dare move those hands,” he growled, tugging on Aeronwen’s flowing locks. “Keep them right there on the headboard while I fuck you. Take them off, and you’ll be sorry...”

A lewd grin spread across Aeronwen’s face. “Then fuck me,” she begged. “Jol Rivers, you’ve unlocked something inside of me. I was never like this before I met you...!”

With a grin, he pushed the tip of his cock into Aeronwen. “I know,” he said, leaning down and pressing his lips to Aeronwen’s ear. “Just think what I’ll unlock in Jessamyn when I fuck her in front of you...’

It was exactly what Aeronwen wanted to hear. The mage instructor let out a growl like a feral cat, slamming her hips backward to get as much of Jol’s manhood inside of her as possible. Jol could take it no longer. He thrust forward, impaling the gorgeous brunette on his prick.

He bottomed out inside of her with one perfect thrust, the crown of his manhood slamming into her back walls. Aeronwen’s channel was tight and primed from the work of his mouth, and she took him so perfectly that he couldn’t stop the growl that rose from his throat as her snugness enveloped him.

“Fuck me,” Aeronwen begged, shamelessly slamming her hips against Jol’s. “Fuck me the way you’d fuck Jessamyn Silverbook, Jol! Close your eyes and pretend I’m her, if you need a little inspiration—”

Thwack! Jol’s hand came down on Aeronwen’s ass before he knew what he was doing with himself.

The mage instructor yelped at the mixture of pain and pleasure, her walls clenching around him. A faint red mark marred the perfection of her ass, deepening as the flesh began to bruise. He hadn’t meant to spank her that hard, but evidently she liked it.

Liked it a great deal.

His free hand tightened in her hair, while the other gave her booty another stinging slap. Aeronwen groaned, then buckled down and fucked him back harder.

Aeronwen’s cry of bliss was loud enough that Jol was glad indeed the walls of their apartment were soundproofed by magic. The brunette threw herself back onto him vigorously, the sounds of skin on skin competing with her moans as the two of them fucked like bunnies.

Jol quickly lost control. Aeronwen was just so hot, and the fantasy of fucking her brains out while Jessamyn watched did things to him he’d never have admitted out loud. He thrust like a caveman, shaking the brunette’s body as he did his level best to fuck her right through the wall. Her fingers tightened on the headboard as she threw herself back onto him, the two of them moving in perfect time.

Aeronwen’s walls clenched around him. A flood of juice coated his cock, and he knew it wouldn’t be long before she came a second time all over him. This time, when she went over the edge, Jol wanted to be right there with her.

“Yes, yes!” Aeronwen reached back and grabbed his hip, locking into a hard, driving rhythm that drove both of them wild. “Just like that, Jol! Keep going! Don’t slow down! Nnnnngh, you’re fucking me so deep and hard!”

He complied eagerly. Both hands went to the brunette’s long hair, using it as leverage to go even deeper as he kept up that incredible rhythm. He didn’t need his hands on her hips to make Aeronwen’s booty shake. Every thrust did it to her, his cock pumping in and out of her like a piston.

“Fuck me,” Aeronwen whimpered. “Fuck me, then fuck her right after—let me hold her little tits together while you plow that whore deep! I love you so much, Jol Rivers!”

His balls slapped her thighs as he neared the peak. The words she’d said failed to register for a few moments, lost in a haze of lust. Then their impact sank in, and shock filled him.

Aeronwen’s cheeks burned with more than arousal, but she didn’t back down.

“I love you so much,” Aeronwen groaned. She pressed her hot cheek against the cool headboard, watching him from the corner of her eye as he drove her to the peak. “I love you, Jol, I love everything about you... please come in me, please fill me with your come, darling!”

As he neared the peak, a realization washed over Jol. Aeronwen loved him—and he loved her, too. The feeling was more than mutual. It was destiny.

Her walls clenched around him. Aeronwen was right on the point of orgasm, and Jol rode it right along with her. One more hard thrust, and he was past the point of no return.

“I love you, you gorgeous whore,” Jol growled into Aeronwen’s ear. “Now come all over this cock, you beautiful bitch...!”

Aeronwen’s eyes rolled back in her head as Jol’s words sent her over the edge. Her walls gripped him like a fist, squeezing madly as her orgasm hit her like a slap in the face—or like a spank on her ass. Everything between her legs went hot and tight, and the next thrust inside of her sent Jol into a tailspin there was no coming back from.

It was too much to bear. Fireworks exploded behind Jol’s eyes as the pleasure went blinding, pouring out through him in a wave of bliss that made every muscle in his body clench. His cock swelled and jerked deep inside of Aeronwen, spurting thick ropes of hot cum as his balls emptied into her womb. Release was searing and sweet, and his cock kept pulsing until the brunette was fuller than full.

Things slowed down after that. Aeronwen flipped around with Jol still inside of her, pulling him into an embrace as both of them came down from their respective peaks. She planted long, lingering kisses on his bare chest and nibbled his lip, groaning with the aftershocks as her still-sensitive clit throbbed against him. Only once both of them were utterly satisfied did Jol pull out of her and snake an arm around her hip, holding her close.

“That...” Aeronwen still looked dazed. “That was worth waiting for.”

With a smirk, Jol leaned over and kissed his woman. “You alright?” he asked.

“Alright?” Aeronwen laughed. “Jol, if I was any better, I’d be dead and with the angels right now.”

He chuckled at that. “Things got a little extreme there for a few minutes,” he said, gently squeezing Aeronwen’s hip. “Just wanted to make sure you were okay with everything we did.”

“Like what?” Aeronwen asked innocently. “The part where you spanked me like a misbehaving schoolgirl? Or the part where you talked about how badly you want to fuck a woman half my age while you made me come?”

For once, it wasn’t Aeronwen’s cheeks that were burning with heat.

It must have shown on his face. “Oh, sweetheart,” Aeronwen said, smiling broadly as she raked his chest with her nails. “I am perfectly fine. Better than fine, honestly. That was extremely invigorating.”

Jol was glad. “So if I wanted to, erhm, explore the fantasy a time or two more in the future...?”

The brunette started to laugh. “Then I’d say that I’m very eager to do just that,” she said as she curled up against him. “Provided the fantasy turns you into the beast that you were tonight.”

“A beast?”

“The right kind of beast,” Aeronwen agreed. “Gods, how can a man so gentlemanly outside of the bedroom be such a devil inside of it?”

“I’m going to choose to take that as a compliment,” Jol told the mage instructor.

Both of them relaxed against each other. Eventually their sweat began to cool, and Aeronwen pulled the blankets up over their bodies. Neither of them made any move to get dressed. Jol sensed Aeronwen would want another round in the morning, and he was more than grateful for the easy access.

Aeronwen had her face in his chest and was just beginning to doze when she let out a sleepy sigh. “I should really get up,” she murmured, pressing her cheek against him.

“Oh no you don’t,” Jol insisted, sliding a hand to her ass and cupping a cheek. “You’re staying right here.”

Aeronwen smiled. “But there’s dishes to clean up,” she whispered, closing her eyes. “We left a mess in the sitting room. I’d rather wake up in a clean apartment in the morning...”

“Oh, that.” Jol chuckled. “I wouldn’t worry about that, Aeronwen. Didn’t you hear what Tyssa said?”

One of Aeronwen’s eyes opened a crack in the darkness. “Hmm?”

“You never asked what arrangement I made with the girl.” The mention of an arrangement reminded Jol uncomfortably of their shared fantasy about Jessamyn, so he hastened to add: “The favor she asked me for. I told you I would explain it to you later.”

Aeronwen rolled over, opening both eyes now. “That’s right,” she said, blinking away sleep. “What on earth did she want from you?”

Jol couldn’t help but grin. “Tyssa is now your personal maidservant.”

“What?” Aeronwen nearly sat up. Only her exhaustion from the sex kept her from doing so.

“The girl didn’t want to go back to the Steward,” he explained. “Frankly, I can’t blame her. From the sounds of it, she was treated quite terribly. So I agreed that you would make her your personal maid. From now on, her sole duties will be the maintenance of your chambers, along with whatever errands you have for her.”

Aeronwen’s eyes widened. “That’s an extremely desirable promotion for a servant,” she whispered.

“Right. Which makes it a perfect payment for our new spy, wouldn’t you agree?”

Jol watched the wheels turn behind Aeronwen’s eyes. Very quickly she realized that Jol was right. “This is an excellent idea,” she said, yawning as she relaxed against him once more. “With the additional authority, Tyssa will be able to come and go throughout the Lyceum as she pleases. If someone tries to stop her, she merely needs to let them know she’s on an errand for her Lady...”

“Which we’ll of course back her up on,” Jol finished for the brunette. “Really, darling, I’ve already figured all of this out. You don’t need to do anything thinking. You just have to reap the rewards.”

Aeronwen chuckled as she snuggled in even closer. “Bastard,” she muttered, already beginning to drift back to sleep. Suddenly she stiffened. “But wait!”

“What’s wrong?”

“If you’ve already made her my maidservant, then she has full access to our quarters,” she said, her brows furrowing together. “And if you’re expecting her to clean up our mess before I wake up in the morning, then that must mean...”

Just then, there was a knock on the bedroom door.

“Is everything alright, Mistress?” Tyssa’s voice was nothing but professional, yet Jol swore he could hear a note of laughter in the servant’s tone. “I thought I heard raised voices. Did you request something?”

Jol thought Aeronwen had turned red before! The poor woman nearly died of fright, and buried her face so deeply in Jol’s chest it was a wonder she could still get air.

“Oh Gods,” she whispered, mortified. “Someone was listening to us after all...”

Once they’d assured Tyssa that they were fine, Jol held Aeronwen close until she calmed down. “You bloody bastard,” she growled, biting down on his bottom lip so hard he nearly tasted blood. “You didn’t tell me Tyssa could hear us!”

“Are you upset?” Jol asked, planting a kiss on the brunette’s nose. “I really didn’t know she was going to be here so quickly. I figured both of us would be passed out by the time she arrived...”

“Mmh hmm,” Aeronwen said. Yet there was a hint of mirth about the woman’s eyes. “I suppose it was an interesting way to explore a few fantasies. I’m terribly embarrassed that Tyssa had to hear those sorts of things from her Mistress, however.”

“I’m certain she’s heard worse,” Jol replied.

Aeronwen shrugged. “True,” she said, stifling a yawn. “But I was planning on waking you with my mouth tomorrow morning, Jol Rivers. After a prank like this, I might have second thoughts.”

Jol cupped her chin. “No you won’t.”

Aeronwen held his gaze, an angry look on her face... then she began to giggle.

“Don’t push your luck,” the mage instructor whispered. “Get some sleep, Jol. Tomorrow is going to be a big day...”

In minutes, Aeronwen was passed out at Jol’s side. He lay a while, however, staring up at the ceiling and thinking before he allowed slumber to overtake him.

Tomorrow, my new life begins, Jol told himself. A student at the Lyceum. At my age!

Was he ready? He supposed he’d have to be.

If nothing else, he had a beautiful woman in his corner.

And that counted for quite a bit.
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This is hell, Jol Rivers thought. I’m in hell.

He stood at the head of a lecture hall, directly in front of the blackboard. Every seat in the stands was occupied by a student, save for the one he’d been sitting in until a few moments ago. Every student was a decade younger than he and stared at him like they couldn’t quite understand what he was doing here.

“I will ask you again,” a reedy female voice said. “What are the four basic branches of elemental magic?”

The lecturer stood a short distance away, wearing a look that would have been unbearably smug under any other circumstances. Her name, as she’d curtly informed the class shortly after it began, was Instructor Hannon.

It took Instructor Hannon all of thirty seconds to notice that one of her students didn’t resemble the others. She’d quickly zeroed in on Jol, and was now trying her damndest to humiliate him.

“Come now,” Instructor Hannon said. She was a plump, middle-aged woman—had Jol encountered her in a roadside tavern, he might have assumed her to be a friendly barmaid. Nothing could be further from the truth. “Even a child knows the four basic mancies! Any student in this room could rattle them off without a second thought!”

Jol grit his teeth. His first day at the Lyceum had just taken a turn for the worse.

This was his third class of the day, and his last before lunch. The first two had been a whirlwind of names and dates, introductory classes on the history and bibliography of magic. The sort of lectures that scholars paid close attention to, making copious notes in the little books the students of the Lyceum carried around, but that didn’t interest Jol in the slightest.

It was this class that had promised some fun. A chance to learn some practical applications of magic, rather than mere theory.

And then Instructor Hannon had walked in, and it all fell apart.

Mancies, Jol thought. She’d given him a clue, probably without meaning to.

“Pyromancy,” he muttered, avoiding Hannon’s gaze.

The woman’s brows shot skyward. “Very good!” she said, using the most sarcastic tone of voice Jol had ever heard. “You’re twenty-five percent of the way to answering the question. Any other answers occurring to you?”

Jol wanted to scream. Last night, in Aeronwen’s arms, he’d felt like a king. Now he was being humiliated in front of an entire class of students. The only consolation was that at least Jessamyn Silverbrook was nowhere to be found. This lecture must have been far too low of a level for her to be in attendance.

Several of the students in the class looked sympathetic. Most just appeared bored. One of them had tried to speak up, but Instructor Hannon silenced them before they could give Jol the names.

The woman didn’t care about actually answering the question. This was about humiliation. About teaching the fish out of water a lesson in humility.

The four elemental schools of magic, Jol thought, wracking his brain. If fire is one, then water must be another. Also earth. The fourth is possibly wind.

But Hannon wouldn’t take those as answers. She’d just mock him some more. What were the technical terms for the elemental magics?

“Second is...” Jol muttered. “It’s...”

“Aquamancy,” a voice whispered just next to his ear.

Jol stiffened, trying to hide his surprise. Only by a very great force of will did he manage to avoid looking over his shoulder. That voice sounded like someone standing just behind him. Someone he knew.

Envy.

“Aquamancy,” Jol said quickly.

A smug smirk spread across Instructor Hannon’s face. “Not bad!” she said, using the tone of voice one would to praise a dog that had taken a dump on the lawn of a disliked neighbor. “That’s half of them. Are you finished, or should we allow you a final guess?”

“The other two are geomancy and aeromancy,” Envy whispered. “Only I wouldn’t give her that answer for the last one. Imperial magicians who use wind magic offensively are known as zephrymancers, not aeromancers.”

Jol straightened up, clearing his throat. “Geomancy and Zephyrmancy,” he said, more in command of himself than he’d been a few moments ago. “Some scholars would say Aeromancy is the final answer, but that’s not how the Empire sees things.”

Instructor Hannon’s smug expression curdled. “Fine,” she said, her eyes narrowing. “But like I said, even a child can answer that question. I’m shocked at how long it took you to answer that...”

Jol cocked his head to the side. Envy was speaking to him now, very excitedly and very fast.

“A child doesn’t know that there are actually five,” Jol said, repeating the demon woman’s words.

A murmur passed through the crowd. They were interested now. Probably no one had ever dared correct the instructor before Jol showed up.

Hannon looked thrown off her game, but recovered smoothly. “Five elemental magics?” the instructor asked, the corner of her mouth curling in a smirk. “Very interesting. Care to enlighten us?”

Students who looked like they were on the verge of dozing a few moments ago were now sitting up straight in their seats, staring at Jol. Let’s give them a show, he thought, concentrating as he listened to Envy. The fact that the demon woman was making herself known in a Lyceum classroom should have worried him greatly, but he was so irritated by the instructor that he tabled the thought for now.

He listened to Envy, nodding imperceptibly.

“It’s time,” Jol said, correcting himself a moment later. “Chronomancy. That’s the fifth pillar of elemental magic.”

The trickle of murmuring turned into a flood. Two of the students near the front turned and started arguing with each other in low tones, exchanging barbs like practiced debaters.

Through it all, Instructor Hannon stared at Jol like the man had suddenly grown a second head. Slowly, a smug smile spread across her face.

“I’m not sure where you would have gotten that idea from,” Hannon said, clucking her tongue. “But time is most certainly not the fifth element. Although I can understand why you might wish it to be so, given that you’ve acquired so much more of it than the rest of the students in class...”

Several people snickered at that. Jol let the insult roll off of his back.

“The bitch is wrong,” Envy hissed in his ear. “She doesn’t even realize how wrong she is!”

“Sure,” Jol murmured. “But that doesn’t help me...”

“What was that?” Hannon demanded. “If you’ve got something to say, Jol, you can share it with the rest of the class—”

A hand shot up in the front row.

It was one of the students who’d started arguing as soon as Jol produced his theory about the nature of time. He was an unruly-looking youth with a mop of long, uncombed blonde hair. Even sitting down, Jol could tell the lad was taller than a reed.

“Excuse me, Instructor,” the lad said, a note of hesitancy in his tone. “I wouldn’t want to contradict you, but I was wondering if you were aware...”

Hannon’s gaze sharpened. “Aware of what, David?” the instructor snapped.

Jol couldn’t help but notice she knew the young man’s name, despite having known him for only the same handful of minutes she’d known Jol. Probably she knew the names and backstories of every student in her class, and she was refraining from referring to Jol by his given name as a means of punishing him further.

Punishing him for what, though? Existing?

Being different, Jol thought. And possibly for screwing an instructor.

“Kishinori,” the young man the instructor had referred to as David said. “His lecture this weekend is about chronomancy—about the relationship between time and the other elemental forces. He posits it as a kind of meta-element, a sort of king of the elements that can be used to govern the others if used correctly...”

“It’s bollocks,” said the young man who’d been arguing with him. “Miss Silverbrook says the man is full of rubbish, and she intends to have it out with him at his lecture. To his face!”

Laughter and more murmuring filled the room.

“As if,” a young girl in dark robes said, rolling her eyes. “Jessamyn Silverbrook is a total whore!”

“Hey!” Jol roared.

No one had expected him to do that—least of all Jol himself. Mouths snapped shut all around the classroom. Even instructor Hannon looked so shocked she couldn’t speak.

Well, he’d already stepped in it. Might as well go a little further.

“We don’t talk about fellow students that way,” Jol growled, letting an extra bass note enter his words. So these students thought he was old, out of touch, a fossil compared to them? Let them think that.

Let them remember that he was older, experienced, and unlike them, had actually fought for the bloody fucking empire. They might be dangerous mages in the future, but right now, Jol was the real killer.

“Who says?” someone in the front row snickered. “You?”

Jol took a step forward. The young man who’d spoken was heftier than most, and smugger. Jol took him for a nobleman’s son immediately—a soft sort, unused to being challenged except behind his back.

“Have you ever seen an inhumi, son?” Jol asked.

The boy was chuckling no longer. He fell silent, trying to come up with a clever response to Jol but obviously failing.

“They’re about yay high,” he said, putting a flat palm at the level of his broad, muscular shoulders. “Skin like a winter morning, gray and cold. Their whole body is gray, actually. All except for the eyes.” Jol leaned in closer, savoring the way the noble lad gave a little jerk of fear. “Those are as red as the devil themself, and twice as cruel. The only time you’ll ever see those eyes laughing is when they eat you. Or someone close to you.”

The boy sputtered. “I’m not afraid of monsters!” he cried.

Unfortunately, his voice cracked when he said it. Several students who’d been on his side until that moment snickered, and the rest fell silent, listening to Jol. He couldn’t help but notice that most of the female students in the class were watching him very intensely, as if he’d just awoken something in them that they were feeling for the very first time.

“You should be,” Jol said, lifting his voice so that the whole class could hear. “I watched the inhumi tear a village apart. Women, children, infants—it didn’t matter. They have no morality, son.” Then he leaned in closer, fixing the lad with his most vicious smirk. “When they get you, you’ll still be alive when they start to eat you.”

The lad gulped hugely. All the color had drained from his face.

“Alright,” Instructor Hannon said, lifting a hand. “That’s quite enough—”

“You’ve actually fought the inhumi?” a girl near the back asked.

Jol nodded. “Aye. Fought them and killed them. They’re tougher than men, true, but they bleed. And die, though they cling to life a hell of a lot harder than most men I fought alongside.”

“Wow,” the girl whispered, looking star-struck. Jol ruefully reflected he might have just won himself some fans—which wasn’t what he’d been going for at all.

“The point,” he said gruffly, cutting off the instructor before she could get started, “is that there’s no point in tossing these petty little insults at each other. The inhumi don’t care about them—the inhumi aren’t wasting time forming cliques, or spreading gossip, or caring how old their enemies are or what village they came from.” He looked around the room, glancing in the eyes of as many fellow students as possible. “They want to kill us. And eat us. And burn our homes. Any damage we do to each other only helps the beasts.”

The class looked stunned. Honestly, Jol was stunned, too. He hadn’t expected to just come out with a speech—it just happened.

Why had it happened in defense of Jessamyn Silverbrook, of all people?

Gods, that girl’s got her hooks in me, he thought. I need to get my head on straight. Heed my own advice and pay attention to the real enemy.

In the silence that followed, only David dared to speak up. “I was just saying that Mr. Rivers’s theory is one that Kishinori agreed with,” he said, looking a little flummoxed. “Half the instructors in the Lyceum think the same way that he does, so maybe we shouldn’t be so quick to dismiss the idea out of hand.”

Instructor Hannon blinked. “We all appreciate your studiousness, David,” the woman said, her normal sarcasm muted. “Sit down, Rivers.”

Jol didn’t argue. He climbed back up to his own seat, aware as he did so that the eyes of the entire room were on him. He settled into his seat and glanced at the primer he’d left at his place when the instructor called him to the front of the room. He’d almost forgotten it.

“So we know about the fundamental four forces of elemental magic,” Instructor Hannon was saying, completely ignoring the row she’d just had with Jol. “But what about the expanded forces? There are many exciting aspects of magic that can be created through combinations of various fields...”

Jol saw a shimmer in the air next to him. When he glanced over, a pale demon with midnight-black hair was crouching like a gargoyle between his seat and the student on his left. Envy grinned at him, her form wispy and insubstantial, her teeth as sharp as knives.

“You could touch me,” the demoness suggested, offering a hand. “I’d be doing the Lyceum a favor by eating her.”

Jol shook his head. He didn’t like Instructor Hannon, but he didn’t want her dead. And he certainly didn’t want to set a monster like Envy free on the grounds of the Lyceum.

As the instructor continued going over the basics of magic, Jol opened his primer. The book had a number of blank pages in the rear of the volume, designed for students to use for note-taking, and he flipped to these as he inked his quill. There was nothing the instructor said he wanted to write down; he just needed to send a couple of messages.

Thanks for the help, he scribbled in the margin of one of the blank pages.

Envy glanced down at the page, read it, and sniffed. “No problem,” she said, giving him a toothy grin. “You know, I’m honestly pretty good at reading lips. You should be able to talk to me without anyone else noticing.”

Jol decided to try. “How did you know that stuff about time?” he mouthed, moving his lips as gently as he dared.

Envy paused for a moment, then snickered. “That stuff’s old hat for demons,” the demoness said, giving him a little slap on the wrist. “It’s you mortals who have some catching up to do. That one of you who walks around wearing very little clothing is the only one I’ve seen with a decent head on her shoulders...”

“You’ve seen her?” Jol mouthed. Only a last-second catch kept him from saying it out loud, which the whole class would have heard.

Envy nodded, laughing. As he watched, she flipped onto her belly, placing both hands under her chin like someone posing on a white sandy beach.

“I’ve seen everybody,” the demoness giggled. “I only need to sleep for an hour or two a night. The rest of my time I’ve spent checking out the Lyceum. You wouldn’t believe what some of these people get up to in the small hours...”

The problem was, Jol would believe it. Having an invisible demon who could spy on one’s enemies was an incredible advantage, however, so Jol just nodded.

“If you need any help, you can always call on me,” the creature said with a wink. “I’m your familiar, Exalted One! Together, we’re going to light this place up like a feast-day fireworks display!”

The next time Instructor Hannon decided to throw a pop quiz, she called David to the front. The lad ably answered all of her questions, however, which left her even more pissed off than she’d been before. Class ended soon after that, though not until Hannon assigned enough homework to make the entire class audibly groan.

“Don’t think I won’t collect it, either,” the woman said, smirking cruelly at the class as the bell rang. “Even if you thought you’d reached the age where homework was no longer necessary, you’ll soon find out how wrong you are. You hear me, Rivers?”

She needn’t have named him. It was already obvious her jibe was meant for him. All she’d done by saying his name was prove that she’d known it all along.

“You can count on me,” he shot back blandly. “I look forward to seeing you at Kishinori’s lecture, by the way. Perhaps we can hash out our differences of opinion once and for all.”

Instructor Hannon gave him a look like she’d bitten into a lemon. “Ha,” she said after a moment. “That would be good, but underclassmen aren’t allowed to attend Kishinori’s lecture.”

“Not unless they’re Jessamyn Silverbrook,” David said with a hint of pride.

“Or me,” Jol said, tucking away his primer. “I’ll be attending as the guest of Lady Aeronwen.”

Jol could have produced no greater effect than if he’d summoned an inhumi in the middle of the lecture hall. Students fell silent, every eye turning towards Instructor Hannon as awkward looks filled the room. The middle-aged instructor hid her emotions well, but it was impossible to not notice the flush of anger that traveled from her neck to her forehead.

“Lady Aeronwen,” the woman spat. “Of course. I suppose I’ll see you there, then, Rivers...”

With that, class broke up quickly. Students moved as if they were fleeing a monster attack, barely giving him a glance as they bustled out into the hallway and headed to lunch or to study hall. In a few moments, only Jol and the young man who’d spoken up in Jessamyn’s defense—David—remained in the room.

“What on earth was that about?” Jol blurted.

He’d meant the question for Envy, but even the demoness was gone. David heard it, though, and let out a little laugh.

“They’re intimidated by you,” the young man said, running his fingers through his hair. “Can you really blame them?”

“Me?” Jol frowned. “Even Instructor Hannon?”

David laughed. “Especially Instructor Hannon,” he said, shaking his head. “Did you see the way she reacted when you brought up the fifth elemental pillar? No one has dared to correct that woman since the Lyceum was more than a few shacks and a huddle of Imperial Mages. If she didn’t know you were special, she certainly knows it now.”

Acid filled Jol’s gut. “Special?”

David looked him up and down. “You’re kidding me, right? I mean, the Lyceum doesn’t take guys in their thirties every day. Especially ones who look like they were plowing a field yesterday.” He paused. “No offense, Rivers.”

“None taken,” Jol replied. It occurred to him to tell the young man that what he’d really been plowing the previous night was the Lady Aeronwen, but he figured that wouldn’t go over very well. “This is all new to me.”

The young man nodded. “Come on,” he said, gesturing at the door. “Let’s grab some lunch. I want to pick your brain about Kishinori’s theories.”

Jol blanched. “I’m afraid I know a lot less about the nature of time than I let on,” he admitted, glancing around for Envy. If the demoness was around, he could perhaps repeat what she told him and muddle through. But she seemed disinclined to give him any more help without some kind of quid pro quo. And he wasn’t about to give a demon free reign over the Imperial Lyceum.

David laughed. “That’s fine. I really just wanted to find out more about you. And there’s a couple of people I can introduce you to who aren’t the usual prigs you find in the Inner Island.” He gestured at the door. “Interested?”

Was he?

As if making the decision for him, his stomach chose that moment to give an undignified rumble. He laughed, then David did, too.

“Sounds like a plan,” Jol said, tucking his primer under his arm. “Let’s go.”
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The Luncheon at the Imperial Lyceum was a fairly restrained affair.

The cafeteria building lay at the dead center of the complex, nearly equidistant from every lecture hall in the Lyceum. Finding it was as easy as heading inward from whichever building you were standing in, and from the number of students queueing up to eat, everyone had had the same thought.

The food was unpretentious but good. Jol and David waited in line for stew, bread with butter, a selection of fresh fruit, and some sort of crispy potato dish that appeared to be the obvious favorite of the student body. The lunch servants brought out a fresh dish of it just as David reached the head of the line, which pleased the lad mightily.

Once they had their food, David led Jol to a table near the back. Three other students were already sitting there, but they moved aside to allow David and the newcomer a spot.

“Everyone, this is Jol Rivers,” David said, gesturing at the table. “He’s the Lyceum’s new student. Jol, these are my friends: Gwen, Junji, and Erika.”

The trio stared at Jol, their eyes widening.

“This is him?” The lad whom David called Junji gasped. He looked to be even younger than David, barely old enough to be attending the Lyceum at all. His hair was cut so short he was practically bald, and he wore a pair of thick glasses. “The guy from the Eastern Reach?”

“The one who’s having sex with Lady Aeronwen?” Erika added.

Jol’s jaw dropped. “Where did you hear a thing like that?” he asked.

Erika’s cheeks colored. Like the soft boy in Instructor Hannon’s class, Jol pegged this young lady as the daughter of nobility, though she had none of the smug haughtiness the young man wielded. She had an upturned nose and high cheekbones, making her look almost elfin, with hair so blonde that it almost appeared white in the lights of the cafeteria.

“It’s... everyone’s talking about it,” the girl muttered, staring down at her plate. “Sorry.”

“Rumors have been flying about you since you arrived,” Gwen said, leaning forward. Unlike most of the students Jol had met since arriving at the Lyceum, Gwen looked like she could have fit in back at Littlereach. Her frame was curvier than most of the student body, with a ruddy health that spoke to a lineage of milk maids and field-hands. A tiny red jewel sparkled in the side of her nose, so subtle that it could almost be overlooked if you weren’t searching for it. “They say all sorts of crazy things!”

Jol looked at the group, quietly amused. “Such as what?” he asked.

The students shared an uneasy look.

“Well, that you’re... involved with Lady Aeronwen, for one,” Gwen said. Jol got the impression the young woman was often the one who spoke for the group—the rest being too timid for it. “There’s also rumors that you’re involved with the Imperial psychomancers—that you’re some kind of spy sent to weed out traitors in the ranks who are a little too comfortable with the inhumi.”

“Ah.” His speech about the monsters wouldn’t help him there. He’d probably just amplified the rumors tenfold after his first lecture with Instructor Hannon. “Well, I’m certainly not a spy. I can promise you that.”

Gwen and Erika shared a look. “So the thing about Lady Aeronwen is true?”

All four students were staring at Jol. He cleared his throat.

“The Lady Aeronwen and I have... a relationship,” Jol admitted. If the whole student body was talking about it, he might as well get ahead of it while he could. Denying it would only hurt him later, while honesty might defuse the whole thing. “It started shortly after we met. It’s not something that either of us could control, and we’ve disclosed it to the relevant members of the Lyceum. It’s not something that will affect my lessons.”

Junji whistled through his teeth. “Jol’s banging an instructor,” the young man said, shaking his head in admiration. “That’s so cool!”

“Okay, guys, stop giving him grief,” David said. “He’s sweet on a girl, that’s all—no different from any of us. His is just a little bit more well known, that’s all.”

“Speak for yourself,” Junji chuckled. “Wish I had a girl to be sweet on...”

“Did you really argue with Instructor Hannon on your first day?” Erika asked.

Now it was Jol who shared a look with David. How the hell did she know that? he wondered. It was a lesson he wouldn’t soon forget; word traveled fast around the Lyceum, faster than a man could sprint at a dead run.

“We had a difference of opinion,” Jol grunted. “Nothing to take note of.”

Gwen snorted. “Nothing to take note of!” she said, the jewel in her nose sparkling. “That woman’s had it out for all of us since we got here. I’m glad someone’s finally handing back to her what she’s been dishing out!”

Jol realized he liked these people. They weren’t the sorts of friends he’d have made if he still lived back in Littlereach, but that was only because people like these couldn’t be found in Littlereach. The fact that all of them were a decade younger than him was a little awkward, but none of them seemed to treat him differently for his age. By the time he’d wolfed down half his stew and a piece of buttered bread, listening to Erika talk about her boyfriend deployed to the North and Junji’s woes about the opposite sex, he realized he wasn’t thinking of them any differently, either.

“So really, though,” David said, glancing over at him during a lull in the conversation. “What is your deal, Jol?”

“Yeah,” Gwen said with a lascivious smile. The girl hadn’t mentioned a boyfriend, and unlike Erika she kept randomly reaching out to put a hand on his bicep or pick a piece of lint off of his uniform. “You can tell us, Jol. We’re good at keeping secrets.”

“We all keep each other’s,” Junji agreed with a snort.

“My... deal?” Jol asked, flummoxed.

“Everyone knows that new recruits to the Lyceum are brought in right after their eighteenth birthday,” Gwen said, stating the fact as if it were as unchangeable as the schedule of the tides. “For Keynes to accept someone your age, Jol—well, they’d have to be very special, indeed.”

Jol was already shaking his head. “They just missed me the first time,” he insisted. “That’s all.”

Gwen blinked. “They?”

Jol realized they were missing a piece of the story. “Before I lived in Littlereach, I was part of his Majesty’s Expeditionary Force,” Jol said. Both David and Junji perked up when he mentioned the Force. For many boys, especially the children of nobles, the Force held an image of adventure and romance like that to be found in a novel. “Recruits are scanned for magical ability as a matter of course, but none was found in me.”

“The Expeditionary Force,” Junji whispered. “Woah. You lived out in the wilderness, finding artifacts for the military?”

“Did you ever fight a dragon?” Erika blurted.

“Idiot,” Junji shot back. “There’s no such thing as dragons!”

“It’s really very boring work,” Jol said, trying his best to calm both of them down. “A lot of camping, mostly, and criss-crossing lines on old maps looking for temples that have been torn down hundreds of years ago. Honestly, I wouldn’t recommend it.”

That seemed to mollify the group. Only Gwen noticed something was up.

“So,” the redhead whispered, stroking her braid. “What changed?”

“Hmm?” Jol paused, a buttered piece of bread halfway to his mouth.

“You said no magical prowess was found when you were scanned as part of the Force,” Gwen said, grinning like she’d just solved a puzzle. “Yet you’re here, in Keynes, at the Lyceum with the rest of us. So you must have shown some sign of having more talent than you let on.”

“A lot of talent,” David drawled, “if they were willing to drop you in here.”

Drat. These really were some clever young people. Jol had been underestimating them until now; he wouldn’t do so any longer.

“So what is it?” Gwen’s smile widened. “You dazzle the locals with some kind of conjured fireworks display? Get caught turning yourself invisible to sneak into the women’s baths?”

Jol paused, drawing out the moment for dramatic effect. A smirk spread across his own face, so knowing and smug that the rest of the group found themselves leaning forward to catch his words.

“That,” Jol said, leaning back and crossing his arms over his chest, “is a secret.”

All four of the students groaned. “Man!” Junji said, tossing a napkin.

“Ridiculous,” Erika agreed, rolling her eyes.

Gwen pointed a finger at Jol and winked. “We’ll figure out a way to get it out of you,” she promised, her smile promising a whole hell of a lot more than some simple interrogation tactics. “People don’t get to keep secrets very often in the Lyceum, Jol. Your fellow magicians have a way of getting you to spill your guts...”

Gwen trailed off her, eyes going as wide as saucers. Suddenly Jol realized it wasn’t just Gwen—the entire room was falling silent, conversations stopping as heads turned. Even the sounds of eating were temporarily put on pause.

“What?” Jol asked, looking around.

“Behind you,” Junji whispered, his voice filled with dread. “Twelve o’clock...”

Jol glanced over his shoulder. A woman was making their way across the cafeteria, with every eye in attendance on them as they walked. The men stared at her, perhaps, because she wore clothing so skimpy as to be practically indecent—and what did cover her body fit so snugly as to make her look practically naked even when clothed. The women stared out of jealousy, or deeper emotions they wouldn’t even admit to themselves that came over them when they stared at that perfectly-formed bust and haughty lips.

But mostly, people stared because it was Jessamyn Silverbrook.

And she wanted you to stare.

Her hips moved with a seductive sway as she crossed the cafeteria. There were hundreds of students in that hall, but for a moment Jol felt as if he were truly alone—for Jessamyn’s eyes were only on him. Only interested in him.

She was every bit the vision he’d seen arguing in the registrar’s office. Her schoolgirl skirt fit her tightly around the thighs, and she’d traded in the fishnets for a pair of socks that went all the way to her knees and a pair of skintight boots. Her lips were pouty and covered in lipstick; dark circles of eyeliner made her eyes look even bigger and darker than usual. The corner of her mouth curled as she closed the distance, treating the rest of the building like they weren’t even there.

Suddenly all of Jol’s new companions were very, very interested in their plates.

“Hello, handsome,” Jessamyn said, smirking at his obvious discomfort. “You almost done with your lunch?”

A few people recovered enough to resume conversation, but most were still staring. Junji looked like the top of his head was going to fly off and shoot through the room; Gwen stared between him and Jessamyn like she wasn’t sure which of the two of them she felt more jealousy towards. David was very still, like a venomous snake had just dumped itself out upon the table.

“Jessamyn,” Jol managed. He knew he was to meet with the woman eventually, but he hadn’t realized their first official catch-up was to be so... public. “It’s good to see you again.”

Jessamyn laughed. Other people might have heard cruelty in that laugh; Jol did not. He sensed a wall between Jessamyn and the rest of the world—a wall braced with lewd behavior and outrageous outfits. Yet he doubted the interior matched the exterior.

“I can’t believe I get to watch you spend all afternoon sweating,” Jessamyn purred, crossing her arms beneath her breasts. “With those big, strong muscles!”

“Jol?” Gwen looked like she was about to choke on the very air. “What is she talking about?”

“Anyway, I figured I’d come claim you nice and early,” the brunette purred, a domineering look spreading across her face. “Wouldn’t want you running away on me, now. Or running back to Lady Aeronwen’s bed chamber...”

Jol coughed. He knew the rumors were out there, but to hear them repeated so shamelessly! Students all across the cafeteria were trading glances, and most of the whispering he could hear on the edges of his vision he knew to be about him.

“I’m not going to run,” he said, glancing at his half-eaten plate. “I don’t see any reason how that would benefit me.”

“You’d be surprised,” Jessamyn said, putting a hand on her shapely hip. “The Lyceum claims to be a place of boldness and service, yet there’s so many who blanch at the thought of spending private time with the school’s most talented psychomancer.”

“Appropriate name,” Erika muttered. “Since you’re a freaking psycho...”

“Did you say something?” Jessamyn asked, pursing her pouty lips.

Erika shook her head.

“Don’t be harsh to her,” Jol said reflexively. “And Erika, it’s not nice to call people names.”

It was hard to tell which woman looked more shocked. “Excuse me?” Jessamyn blurted, her brows shooting to her hairline. “I’ll be harsh to whoever I want, thank you very much!”

Jol was already shaking his head. “If you’re not going to be polite, I won’t work with you,” he said, his tone brooking no argument. “I’ll go to the Dean and get someone else to aid me on this project. Someone who won’t put their own ego ahead of what we’re doing.”

He hadn’t meant it to be a takedown, but Jessamyn treated it as such. The woman took a step backwards, her mouth forming a little ‘o’ of surprise at his boldness.

For a moment, he dared to think he might have gotten through to her. Then she giggled, and he knew he’d just entered a new phase of her game.

“Oh, you are interesting!” she purred, flexing her perfectly trimmed nails at him. “I’m sure that commanding tone of voice usually helps you put women in their place, hunk. But I’m not one of them.” She cocked her head to the side, pursing her lips in a lewd manner. “Although knowing that I’m stealing Lady Aeronwen’s supper certainly makes me more inclined to have a healthy appetite...”

David gasped. Jessamyn rolled her eyes.

“Come on, hunk,” she said, jerking a thumb at the door. “Time’s a-wasting. I have parties I want to go to tonight, so we’d better get this over and done with before sundown!”

Jol looked around. Everyone was still staring at him. Half of them probably thought he was going to go into another room to pound Jessamyn Silverbrook’s brains out, and the other half that she was going to kill him at her first opportunity.

None of them knew the truth. And as long as that was the case, Jol felt alright.

“Fine,” he said, ignoring the remainder of his meal. He rose from the seat and nodded to his new friends. “Thank you all very much for the company. I hope we can do this again sometime.”

“Totally,” Gwen said, lifting one eye from the table. “David, you’ll bring him after your classes, right?”

“Sure,” the blonde boy said. “If he’s still alive tomorrow...”

Jessamyn headed for the door without waiting for Jol to follow. Looking around the room, it hit him that rumors about this meeting were probably already flying around the campus—he was going to have a hell of a lot of explaining to do the next time he saw Aeronwen.

Although maybe not as much as I think, Jol told himself. Perhaps this could even be fodder for our next fantasy...

Of course, fantasies were rarely real life. And instead of flirting with him, Jessamyn turned on a heel near the door and let out a scoff. “Come on,” she snapped, blowing a lock of autumn hair from in front of her face.

Jol sighed. It was going to be a long afternoon.
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“You know,” Jol said once they were alone, “you didn’t need to do that.”

Outside of the cafeteria, it was a sunny day at the Lyceum. Only a few groups of students were bold enough to brave the noonday sun. Most were either enjoying a meal or resting in their rooms, having just enjoyed one. Hardly anyone noticed them, in marked contrast to the scene Jessamyn made in the lunch hall.

“Do what?” Jessamyn asked. Her innocence was incredible. She almost sounded sincere.

Jol grunted. “Don’t give me that. You could have come and found me after lunch. There was no reason to corner me like that.”

The woman turned around, walking backwards as easily as she walked forwards. The motion made her short skirt swish around her legs, revealing a tanned expanse of inner thigh Jol guessed few men had had the privilege of seeing before.

“My, you do think quite a bit of yourself, don’t you?” Jessamyn crossed her arms beneath her breasts, which had the side effect of making them look even more spectacular than before. “As if I’d change my whole schedule up merely to accommodate you.”

“You embarrassed me,” Jol shot back.

Jessamyn scoffed. “Those eyes on you, hunk? They’re what’s on me wherever I go. I get stares like that no matter what.” A smirk spread across her face. “So that’s a little taste of what life is like as me.”

She had him there.

“Perhaps they wouldn’t stare if you didn’t dress like that,” Jol said.

Her smirk widened. “Ah, but then I wouldn’t have your eyes on me,” she purred.

Jol couldn’t tell whether she was serious or not. The grin told him Jessamyn was quite interested in him, but there was a level of artifice about the girl that seemed to apply to everything she did. With Jessamyn, it was hard to tell where the persona ended and the flesh and blood woman began.

He decided to go with the flow. “So where is this forge, anyway?”

“We’re heading in the right direction.” Jessamyn clicked her tongue as they stepped around a group of students camped out on the green. One of the men let out a quite undignified yell and tried to glance up Jessamyn’s skirt—the woman sitting next to him slapped him. His girlfriend, no doubt, though Jol wasn’t sure if she would be for much longer. “Try to keep up.”

He did. He soon noticed that Jessamyn was right. Even when they walked through a less occupied section of the Inner Island, the eyes of the Lyceum were on the promising young psychomancer. Most of that could be attributed to her forward manner and audacious sense of dress… but not all of it.

Perhaps it was merely her beauty. Or perhaps it was something Jessamyn herself cultivated.

“You need to watch yourself,” a voice whispered in Jol’s ear. “She’s plotting something.”

Jol didn’t need to turn his head to know that Envy now walked beside him. The demon girl’s presence could be felt even when she was invisible. The words she spoke were for Jol’s ears alone—no one could hear or see Envy unless she wished it. Or unless he touched her and made her real.

He shuddered at the thought of what Envy would do if set free in the heart of the Lyceum. She might be a friend, of a sort, but she was no friend of the Second Empire.

What would Jessamyn do if she sensed the demon?

Jol stiffened. Fortunately, Jessamyn either didn’t notice it or wrote it off as something else.

He slowed a step behind the schoolgirl. What is she planning? he mouthed, trusting in Envy to read his lips.

“Not sure,” came the demon girl’s reply. “I’ll keep watch over you, Exalted One. Whatever tricks the brat comes up with, I’ll block them before they can take effect! I won’t let her get her hooks into you!”

Jol snickered at that. Far too late, he thought.

Be careful, he mouthed.

The demon chuckled in his ear. “I’m always careful, Exalted One…”

As the demon’s voice faded away, Jol picked up the pace and matched Jessamyn’s stride. She glanced at him suspiciously, her eyes narrowing. “Everything alright?’”

“Fine,” Jol said quickly. “Is that the forge?”

He’d only asked to make conversation. Anyone with eyes could tell the building at the edge of the Inner Island was a forge. It was a simple structure, set at the end of the less-desirable section of the Inner Island set aside for the Lyceum’s artisans and craftsmen. A hefty man with a massive white beard stood tending the flames as the two of them entered.

He turned and saw Jol. “It’s all yours, sir,” the blacksmith rumbled, placing his tongs to the side and taking off his gloves. “I’ll be back come sundown. You’ve got it until then.”

“Thank you,” Jol said, nodding. “I’ll take good care of her for you.”

He meant it, from one blacksmith to another. A man’s forge was as sacred as his own bedchamber.

The man nodded gruffly. “See that you do,” he said, glancing over at the anvil. “And see to it that she doesn’t make too much of a mess.”

Jessamyn gave a start. “Me?”

The blacksmith grunted. “Sundown. Remember.”

With that, the man stalked out. It wasn’t until he was gone that Jol realized the man was the first person he’d met at the Lyceum who Jessamyn seemed to have no effect on whatsoever.

“Well, alright,” Jessamyn said, rubbing her hands on her skirt. “Go ahead and do whatever it is you do, Jol. I’ll be standing by.”

Jessamyn sounded surprisingly unsure of herself for once. A possibility occurred to Jol, so ridiculous that his brain instinctively tried to discard it. But it refused to leave.

“Did they…?” Jol paused, wondering if he might accidentally offend Jessamyn. “Did they not tell you what the secret project is, Miss Silverbrook?”

Jessamyn rolled her eyes. “You can just call me Jessamyn,” she insisted. “It’s a great deal kinder than what most of the school calls me.”

“Very well,” Jol agreed.

But Jessamyn wasn’t done. “I didn’t even choose Silverbrook,” she said, staring off into the distance. “You know that? It was assigned to me by one of Daddy’s advisors. I might be the most powerful psychomancer to be born in the Empire in a generation, but we simply can’t have a bastard child in the Lyceum bearing Lord Ardour’s name.” She glanced at her feet. “I even offered to spell the damn thing differently…”

This was a side of Jessamyn he’d never seen before. Jol wasn’t certain; this could still be all part of the woman’s act. But he did not think so.

“It seems to me that few people get to choose their names,” Jol said slowly. “You are who you are, Jessamyn, and there’s no one who can take that away from you.”

She stared at him for a moment, shocked. Then a smirk spread across her beautiful face.

“Oh dear,” she whispered, putting a hand to her cheek. “You really are the gallant, aren’t you, Jol? Falling for the damsel-in-distress act, the oldest trick in the book?”

Jol’s eyes narrowed. “Call it a trick if you want,” he grunted.

“Oh, I will,” Jessamyn said, laughing. “And if you want the truth, then no—our esteemed overlords didn’t inform me of my exact purpose this afternoon. I think they think it will spoil the fun if they tell me too much ahead of time.”

Jol turned to the forge, already sizing the place up. The blacksmith’s building resembled his own in Littlereach, but everything was of much higher quality and set up to produce larger amounts of weapons and armor. He doubted the fires of this forge were ever fully out: the Lyceum constantly needed supplies, and if their orders fell low there was always the city government and the Church to step in.

“You’re to watch me work,” Jol said, thinking of what he could make. A sword, he thought, nodding at some steel and iron ingots in a pile near the wall. That should be doable in an afternoon. Something a little longer than a dagger. Perhaps I could hold onto it myself. “Anything… strange that happens, you ought to note.”

Jessamyn nodded. “So you have some sort of hidden magic,” she drawled. “And the higher-ups have no idea how it works, so they want me to use my magic on you to figure it out.”

Jol did a double take. That was a remarkably astute observation.

A little smirk twisted Jessamyn’s lips. “I’m not dumb, despite my outfits,” she said, cocking her head to the side. “How many reasons could there be to ask me to watch you forge metal, Jol Rivers?”

“I can’t think of many.”

She looked him up and down, eyeing the muscles of his shoulders and the veins in his arms. “Watching a man like you grunt and groan while you get all sweaty before the fire? Should be a fun afternoon.” With that, Jessamyn let out a yawn and sauntered across the room, parking her pert rear on a table at the far side of the forge. “Whenever you’re ready.”

“Me?” Jol asked.

Jessamyn made a dismissive gesture. “It’s all the same to me. Knock yourself out.”

Jol turned to the forge. Well, if she was going to just sit there, then why not?

After so long away from his home forge, settling back into the easy rhythm of the blacksmith’s processes felt like riding a bicycle after a long break. The man who normally tended the place had left the forge burning white hot, and Jol had to cool it a bit before placing the first of the ingots into the blaze. As it heated, he stripped down to his shirt and pants, then strapped on gloves and an apron and readied his tongs.

Jessamyn whistled. “Looking good,” she purred, blowing him a kiss above her fingertips.

Jol decided to mess with her a little bit. “I wouldn’t let Lady Aeronwen see you doing that,” he said, the words coming out a little gruffer than he’d intended. “She’s been known to turn people into toads.”

Jessamyn didn’t react in an obvious way, yet something about the woman’s stance told him he’d struck a hit. “I happen to enjoy the water,” she shot back, an aristocratic tilt to her lips. “I’ll tempt fate as much as I please, blacksmith. Now get to smithing!”

She didn’t need to tell him twice.

Jol fell easily into the age-old rhythms. Smithing was almost like sex, when you got down into it enough. Both required a great deal of foreplay, followed by a vigorous sequence of putting in, taking out and banging. And if you were lucky, the final product was something wonderful.

Jol had just put the steel that was to be his makeshift sword into the quencher for the third time when a voice purred against his ear. “Exalted One!”

Envy had returned. Perhaps she’d never really left.

Jol glanced over at Jessamyn. She was making a study of her nails and appeared to be bored out of her mind. If she was paying any attention to him at all, she was doing a damned good job of pretending she wasn’t.

He decided to risk communication. Tell me, Jol mouthed, keeping his eyes on the flames.

“She’s getting ready to do something!” Envy’s voice had an edge of panic in it. “The little minx is charging up a spell!”

Jessamyn? She didn’t look like she was on the verge of releasing a blast of magic. Jol hadn’t seen much magic performed in person, but generally there was a lot of gesturing around and muttering of sacred words and all those things. Jessamyn just looked like she was lounging.

Are you sure? Jol’s mouth moved silently.

He could feel Envy nod—which was a damned disconcerting thing, when it happened inside of your own head. “It’s coming!” The demon girl hissed. “Look out—”

A sudden pressure hit Jol’s eyes.

It was the first time in his life—the first time that he was aware of, at any rate—that he’d been touched by the power of a psychomancer. He didn’t recommend it.

Perhaps the finished project removed the awkward parts, but Jol felt Jessamyn’s will like a physical thing pushing into his mindscape. He could sense her grabbing the contents of his mind and preparing to rifle through them like an old filing cabinet, while underneath that was a wave of… something. Something unnameable.

He only needed to touch it to know what it was. Adoration. Obsession. Devotion…

With a start, Jol realized the power Jessamyn wielded. It was often joked about, though officially denied by the upper levels of the Second Empire, that a psychomancer could make someone fall in love with them.

That was a silly superstition. Psychomancers were powerful, but no force in the universe could affect love.

This was so much worse.

It was like a churning current at the bottom of Jol’s awareness. It threatened to sweep him away like the tide, pushing him into a state where he’d be little more than a vassal for Jessamyn’s desires. Love was impossible under conditions like that—because respect was impossible under conditions like that. If Jessamyn’s magic pulled Jol under, he’d no longer be a discrete entity. He’d be an extension of her will.

“Woah!” Envy’s voice rang in his head. “Look at that power! By the Seven, she really is skilled! I thought they were exaggerating!”

MAKE IT STOP, Jol mouthed, his lips opening as wide as an opera singer’s. ENVY, PLEASE…!

The bubble inside of him popped. Suddenly he was himself again, with none of Jessamyn’s poisonous will inside of him.

“That was harder than I expected!” Envy purred, sounding like she’d run a marathon. “That girl’s a wunderkind, Exalted One! If I were you, I’d seduce her right away, so you can use her powers for your own…”

Seduction was about the last thing on Jol’s mind at that moment. He was mostly just glad that the inner sanctum of his mind was his once more. That had been exceedingly close.

Jessamyn abandoned her study of her nails and sauntered over, grinning like a cat with an entire bowl full of cream. “Everything going alright?” Her voice told Jol she already considered him her property, and it made him realize just how terrifying a psychomancer could truly be.

Somehow, Jol managed to keep a straight face. “I’m fine,” he said, lifting the metal from the quencher and placing it back into the flames. “You looking to help out a little? It would probably do you some good to do something other than lay around the forge all day.”

Jessamyn’s eyes nearly fell out of her head. The color drained from her face as she realized her magic had failed. “You…”

“Yes?” It had been a good effort, but Jol could no longer keep the shit-eating grin off of his face. “Something you want to ask me, Jessamyn?”

Abruptly, all the artifice fell away. “You stopped me from touching you,” Jessamyn said, her voice sounding almost frightened. “How in the hells did you do that?”

Jol just shrugged. “That’s a secret,” he told her.

Jessamyn looked even more stunned than before. “You really are a special project,” she said, the beginnings of wonder filling her face. “Tell me the truth, Jol. Am I here to discover your forging process? Or to discover you?”

An interesting question. The answer might very well be both.

Saying a silent prayer of thanks that Envy gave him a shield against this woman’s powers, Jol set his tongs to the side for the moment. Jessamyn watched him, her expression wary. Funny how skittish the young woman became when she could no longer rely on the powers she’d had since birth.

“Look, why don’t we just both set our cards down on the table?” Jol asked. Suddenly he felt weary, and not just from the effort of resisting Jessamyn’s powers. “That’ll do us a great deal more good than dancing around the issues will.”

Jessamyn’s lips twisted. “Why, Jol,” she purred, hugging herself even tighter beneath her breasts than she had before. “Are you saying I’ll show you mine, if you show me yours?”

He wasn’t about to be baited. “Something like that,” he grunted, picking the metal bar back up and placing it into the flames. “What do you say? Drop the mysterious act, and we can get some real work done?”

After a moment, Jessamyn shrugged. “Fine,” she said. “Yes, I tried to use my powers on you. I’ve learned my lesson, and I won’t try it again. Now how did you manage to resist me?”

Jol had to be careful here. He couldn’t tell the truth, but he also had to come up with a lie convincing enough for Jessamyn to believe.

“It’s part of my power,” he said. That was practically true—assuming you considered his partnership with the demoness Envy to be an aspect of his powers. “The truth is that I’m very special, and I have no idea why. The items I forge repel magic, including incredibly powerful magic. One of them saved the life of a knight in the Heathen North, and the item was traced back to me and my forge.”

Jessamyn was nodding along. “And you yourself can repel magic, it seems,” the woman whispered, coming up close and getting a good look at him. “Although whatever means allows you to do that…?” She shuddered. “I’d never felt anything like that before. It was as if my psychomancy simply ceased to exist. That level of power, it’s…”

“Terrifying,” Jol admitted.

From somewhere in the distance, he could hear Envy laughing.

Jessamyn’s lips compressed to a tight little line. “May I use my psychomancy on you?” she asked. “I won’t try to affect your mental state—I promise I’ll never do that again. I just want to watch what’s happening inside of you while you forge, and see if I can catch a glimpse of whatever power you have.”

Jol paused, pretending to think. After a moment, Envy’s voice came to him.

“Go on and let her,” the demon woman chuckled. “If she tries anything, I’ll make her sorry she did.”

That was good enough for him. “Sure,” he said.

This time, Jessamyn’s psychomancy felt less like an invasion than fingers gently raking his scalp—except these fingers were raking it from the inside. The sensation was strange, but not altogether unpleasant, and keeping the spell running evidently took Jessamyn only a slight exertion of power. She watched as he hammered the metal, working it into the sharp shape of the sword he hoped to have it become, then quenched it before placing it into the flames once more.

“Now that we’re working together, would you mind if I ask you a question?” Jol asked.

“Go right ahead,” Jessamyn said. The young woman was frowning, her mental muscles scanning Jol’s mental state as she worked. She was trying very hard to discover the secret of his powers, only Jol had a sneaking suspicion she wouldn’t be able to. That no one could. “What’s up?”

Jol gestured at the woman’s outfit with his chin. “Why do you dress like that?”

Jessamyn gave a little start.

“And don’t give me that excuse about making men hard and women wet,” Jol added, giving the girl a rakish smile. “Both of us know you could wear a burlap sack around the Lyceum and still do that.”

The psychomancer giggled at the compliment. “You really want to know?” she asked, glancing down at herself.

Jol sensed it would get them closer. “I do.”

Jessamyn hesitated. “For the first four years of my life, I had no idea anything was wrong,” she admitted, frowning deeply. “That anything was different about me.”

“Different?” Jol asked.

“I was raised in a castle, with everything a young woman could possibly want. I believed I was a princess, that I was someone important—that I had the love of Mommy and Daddy, and that we’d be a happy, joyful family forever. Even if I saw Mommy every day and Daddy only sometimes.”

Jol knew where she was going with this. He could see the tragedy coming, and knowing that it had happened years ago did nothing to reduce its sting. “Go on.”

“It was one of the servants who told me,” Jessamyn said, a strange smile spreading across her face. “The maid assigned to clean my room. I think the woman was proud to tell me, honestly. I was in the middle of playing with my dolls, and she just blurted it out.” Jessamyn glanced to the side, her jaw beginning to tremble. “Do you have any idea what that’s like, Jol? To be told that you’re not Princess Ardor after all? That you’re Daddy’s bastard, and that he’s ashamed of you, and that you’re never ever going to have the life you thought you were going to get to enjoy forever?”

For a few moments, there was no sound in the forge but the rhythmic clanking of Jol’s hammer against the metal. Then he cleared his throat and spoke.

“My father was given to drink,” Jol said, looking over at the young woman. “He was not a violent man, but he was a slothful one. His drinking prevented him from getting steady work.”

Jessamyn slowly nodded. “I’m sorry to hear that,” she said.

Suddenly Jol’s throat was dry, and his eyes were not. “It was a hardship for my mother,” he said, an unexpected wellspring of emotion breaking forth within him. “When the weather was bad, we starved. When times were good, we could still barely scrape together enough coin for all of the children to have shoes. It was a poor, miserable life, with nothing but dreams and bruises to content me.”

“Bruises?” Jessamyn’s voice crackled with sympathy. “I thought you said your father was not a violent man…?”

“Oh, he wasn’t,” Jol laughed. “But my brothers were. And my mother… God-in-flesh, you should have seen her with a frying pan. Once, when my father came home stinking drunk having gambled our mule to the Baron of Harbortown, she came at him so hard I thought the man had died…”

Jessamyn was very quiet. “That’s awful,” she whispered.

Jol shrugged. “It was life. And I very quickly learned that if I didn’t change something about it, it was never going to change.” He looked up at Jessamyn, staring her in the eyes. “So I ran away from home. At fifteen. I lied about my age, and I joined the Expeditionary Forces, because… because God! What else are you going to do when you’re a boy and your head is full of dreams of adventure, and your memories are full of poverty and beatings?”

A stricken look filled Jessamyn’s face. “I had no idea,” she said, her bottom lip trembling. “Jol, if I had known…”

He was already shaking his head. “It’s not the sort of thing men talk about,” he said. “Anyway, I joined the Force. I turned my life around. After that, I traveled a bit, wandered the Eastern Reach. Ended up settling down in a little nothing town in the woods.” He managed a smile. “Was making a decent life of it until this woman from the Lyceum showed up on my doorstep…”

Suddenly Jessamyn was very, very close to Jol. Only with her body practically pushed against his did Jol finally realize how short the young woman was. The top of her head barely came up to the bottom of his shoulders. She was so light and lithe he could easily pick her up and bend her into just about any position…

“Jol,” Jessamyn said seriously. “I don’t want you to be afraid to talk about these things with me.”

Hmm? Jol blinked back his emotion, confused.

“We’re both a lot more similar than I thought,” Jessamyn said, taking his hand. “We’re both outcasts, in a sense, looking at Keynes and the Lyceum from the outside. I… I know what it’s like to have no one to talk to. No one who understands what you’re going through.” She glanced down at the floor, swearing. “It’s so different for men. You’re always supposed to be strong, always the rock that some woman leans on when she’s the one in need…”

Jol had had the thought before, but he’d rarely heard someone put it so plainly.

“So… I can be that for you,” Jessamyn said, cocking her head. “If you’ll do that for me, too.”

Jol let out an awkward laugh. “You do know I’m in a relationship with one of your instructors, right?”

Jessamyn brushed that away with a wave of her hand. “I’m not talking about sex,” she said breezily. “Don’t get me wrong, I know that every man in the Lyceum is thinking about that when I walk by. Most of the women, too. And I know that you’re a man, and you’re no different from the rest deep down. But I’m…” Jessamyn trailed off.

Jol arched an eyebrow. He decided to make an educated guess. “You’re actually a virgin?”

Jessamyn laughed. “I’m not a prude,” she insisted, giving Jol a playful punch on the shoulder. “But I’m also not the slattern that so many around the Lyceum make me out to be. I’m… I suppose I’m just a woman. A woman who could use a friend.”

Oh my, Jol thought. He could hear the blood surging in his ears. I’m in so much trouble…

Jessamyn Silverbrook wanted him to be her confidant?

While he was in a relationship with a woman who got off on thinking of both of them together?

Aeronwen is going to lose her mind over this, Jol told himself. The only thing that remained to be seen was whether she was going to lose it in a good way or a bad way.

“And… perhaps a little more,” Jessamyn whispered. A naughty little look entered her eyes, and suddenly she was squeezing Jol’s hand a touch more insistently than necessary. “But only if we can keep our discretion—”

The ingot of metal in the flames lit up like a miniature sun. A blaze of purple fire surrounded it like a halo, burning so brightly in the forge that it cast shadows of Jol and Jessamyn both across the walls.

Jol was already in motion. As Jessamyn let out a shocked yelp, Jol grabbed his tongs and seized the piece of metal, lifting it out of the flames and into a bucket of water kept at arm’s reach for emergencies. The purple glow around the ingot rapidly faded, dropping away to nothingness in a few moments. When it was gone, only the faint smell of ozone remained.

“That was close,” Jol said, staring at the steam that rose from the quencher. “There must have been some sort of impurity in the metal. I had no idea it could simply go off like that...”

Jessamyn started to laugh. “You think that was an impurity?” she gasped. “Jol, that was magic!”

Magic. He’d done it! Not only had he managed to infuse the sword he was forging with an enchantment, but there was a tangible effect upon it. A sign that his process was working as intended.

“That... that never happened before,” Jol muttered.

Jessamyn arched an eyebrow. “I thought it happened every time you forged something,” she insisted. “That’s the whole reason I was brought in to take a look at this thing?”

Jol was already shaking his head. “Not the enchantment,” he clarified. “The explosion.”

“Oh. Well, my psychomancy might have had something to do with that.” Jessamyn strode over to the quencher and fished out the still-steaming chunk of metal, running her fingers over the warm material. “The magic in your half-forged item presumably reacted to the low-level magic I was using to scan you.”

“Huh.”

Jessamyn sounded like she hardly cared about that, though. “Don’t you see, Jol? We did it! We viewed the actual process which enchants your items, at the moment of the enchantment!”

Jol nodded. It was progress, certainly, but nowhere near the kind of progress he’d hoped to have made. Being able to see the reaction was one thing—to understand it was quite another.

“With your permission, I’d like to take this,” Jessamyn said. “The Lyceum will want to analyze it, to see if any more data can be gathered about the enchantment and how it works.”

The Dean hadn’t mentioned that part. It shouldn’t have been a big deal, but Jol found that he minded her taking it a surprisingly large amount. The sword was meant to be his, not some Lyceum experiment, and he’d been looking forward to finishing the weapon and strapping it to his side.

But he supposed he always had his daggers. They were his constant companions, no matter what.

Kind of like Aeronwen.

“Fine,” Jol said, acting as if he’d never cared for the hunk of metal. “See what the eggheads can make of it.”

Grinning, Jessamyn went over, got her back, and tucked the ingot inside of it. Then she turned back to Jol.

“I’ll have to go now,” she said, noting the sweaty man standing before her. “But I enjoyed our talk, Jol. I enjoyed it greatly.”

“I… enjoyed it, too,” Jol said. He was going to enjoy telling Aeronwen every detail of this conversation, as well. He’d just decided. The brunette mage instructor was going to go wild when he heard about the way Jessamyn had been flirting with him.

“We should do this again sometime,” she said. “Sometime soon.”

He couldn’t agree more.
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Jol was right. Aeronwen did enjoy hearing about his meeting with Jessamyn.

Several times.

Over the next week, it became one of their favorite joint activities. As the excitement of the Imperial Capital gave way to the day in, day out drudgery of learning and experimenting, Jol began to settle into his dual roles at the Lyceum—that of student and of brilliant, mysterious enchanter. Instructor Hannon stopped bothering him after her initial attempts to humiliate him before her class, and Jol soon found an able group of friends in David, Gwen, Junji and Erika. They cut an unlikely group in the lunchroom or in the halls, but they never made Jol feel strange for being so much older than they were. Gwen, in particular, seemed almost as interested in him as Jessamyn Silverbook.

But his lack of magic continued to bedevil him. The only time that Jol felt truly full of power was before the forge; with a hammer in his hand and a good piece of metal beneath his blows, he could almost compare himself with one of the mages of old, the mighty warriors who’d resisted the Autarch’s forces and carved the Second Empire out of the map of the world. He needed to learn the basics—to have more than just his daggers and his strange ability to reflect others’s power in order to defend himself.

He wouldn’t have long to wait.

A week into classes, after five lessons of dry theory and magical history, Jol and the other students filed into Instructor Hannon’s lecture hall to find a strange sight. Someone had brought several large, sturdy tables into the classroom, arranging them end to end before the blackboard to form a kind of narrow stage. The students gawked at it as they took their seats, filling the room with speculation.

“We’re to lift the tables, I bet,” Junji suggested, looking over the room with a snicker. “Probably a lesson in zephyrmancy or something of that nature.”

Several students nodded their heads at that. Jol was already shaking his.

“That’s not it at all,” he said, a sly smile spreading across his face. “We’re going to be dueling.”

“Dueling?” David’s eyes lit up. “No way!”

“How do you know that?” Gwen asked. The redhead was sitting in the seat next to Jol’s, and her thigh lay dangerously close to his own. She looked like she didn’t mind the proximity one bit.

“I’ve seen things like this before,” Jol told the girl. “In the Expeditionary Force. Generally, two men spar until someone either draws first blood or knocks their opponent from the beam. Either way, there’s a clear winner and a loser, but everyone’s skills are sharpened.”

“Duels,” Junji said with a snort. “We barely know the basics yet!”

“Just because you’re lousy at geomancy doesn’t mean the rest of us haven’t picked up a few tricks,” David said. The youth sounded more excited by the second at the prospect of putting his magic to good use. “I bet I’m going to be the best in the class. Unless Jol somehow manages to figure out how his magic works!”

Jol’s cheeks burned. His lack of magical talent so far—blacksmithing notwithstanding—rankled him, and he wished the youth wouldn’t bring it up. The last thing he needed was to feel like even more of an outsider among the students of the Lyceum.

His unease must have shown on his face, for David’s expression fell. “Sorry, Jol,” the young man said, glancing down between his feet. “Didn’t mean to make you feel bad.”

The apology was genuine. “It’s alright,” Jol said, settling back in his chair. “No harm done, lad. I know what I am, and what I’m not.”

“It’s just a block,” Gwen said, putting a hand on Jol’s thigh. “You’re not the first student of the Lyceum to have one, and I doubt you’ll be the last. They’re actually very common.”

Jol knew that. He’d been told plenty of times, both by Aeronwen and Jessamyn Silverbrook. Even when a young person showed the capacity for magic, it wasn’t always a given that they’d be able to summon the forces of fire, wind or electricity when they first arrived at the Lyceum. It often took time to cultivate the power—hours of study and training, during which a student was virtually indistinguishable from one of the magic-less employees who served food and swept the halls.

It was a common enough condition. But it was a state none of the Lyceum’s students wished to be in for long, especially when they were a decade older than most of their peers.

Without a solid foundation in the basics of magic, Jol would never be seen by the Lyceum as anything other than a one-trick pony. Creating enchantments that could protect mages from enemy spells was a good trick, surely, but not the only thing he wished to be known for among his peers.

Not by a longshot.

The door to the lecture hall opened with a faint creak. Conversations were quickly silenced as Instructor Hannon walked into the room, carrying a satchel filled with books. She looked from face to face as she took her spot at the lectern, the way she did nearly every morning, but there was something rare in her expression at the beginning of that class. Almost an eagerness.

It made Jol think of David’s reaction to hearing they might be about to spar. Perhaps the youth wasn’t the only one excited to see how things would shake out amongst the class, were they to pit their magical might against each other.

“Good morning, students,” Hannon said, hanging her satchel over the back of her chair. “I’m sure you’ve noticed there’s been a bit of remodeling in the lecture hall this morning…”

Polite laughter met her joke. Next to Jol, Gwen’s hand gently stroked his thigh, as if the redhead had realized how bold she’d been by putting it there in the first place and intended to test her luck. Alone among the students in that hall, she seemed to have little interest in Instructor Hannon’s opening speech.

“From the looks in your eyes,” the instructor said, “it appears some of you have an inkling of what we mean to do today. Perhaps a few of you have spoiled it for your fellow students…”

Her eyes flickered to Jol as she said this. He kept himself studiously neutral, giving nothing away.

“…regardless, it doesn’t matter,” Hannon finished. “Because I’m about to let the cat out of the bag. Today, you’ll begin your very first sparring model—”

The rest of Hannon’s words were swallowed up by cheers from the Lyceum’s students.

“Yes, you’re going to learn the things that let you truly aid the Second Empire,” the instructor continued, waving away the cheers and conversations with a gesture. “Although these sessions will be performed under close supervision, the duels you enter with your fellow students will help train you for a real contest of wits: namely, the ones that occur across the battlefields of the heathen North. Up there near the Scourge, a man or a woman survives not just by the strength of their magic but by how well they can use it.”

“I don’t believe it,” David said. The youth looked like he could be knocked over by a feather. “We’re actually going to get to fight!”

“Fight with magic,” Gwen purred, her hand squeezing Jol’s thigh a great deal higher up his thigh than it had a few moments ago. “What do you say, Master Rivers? Will you be my first partner?”

Jol ignored the double entendre in that offer. “Perhaps,” he said, leaning forward. “If Instructor Hannon doesn’t find some excuse to exclude me from the activities, that is.”‘

She very well might. Instructor Hannon was no longer his tormenter, but she was far from being called his friend. When combined with his lack of magical insight, she might very well take his difficulties as an excuse to force him to stay seated and watch the rest of the class battle—

“Rivers!” Instructor Hannon said. “You’re up!”

The other members of the group turned, fixing their gaze on him. Even Gwen was shocked; her hand left his thigh and went to her pouty lips, hiding her open-mouthed expression behind her fingers.

Jol glanced around the room; a part of him felt certain that Hannon had to be joking. “Me?”

The corner of the instructor’s mouth curled in a smirk. “Why not? We need someone to get this party started, Rivers. It might as well be you!”

The bench squeaked beneath Jol’s thighs as he rose. The eyes of the classroom were on him; David stared at him like he was watching a mythical hero enter the field of battle, while Junji watched through his fingers like something horrific was about to happen. The worst part of it was, Jol wasn’t sure which of them was right.

“Good luck,” Gwen whispered, winking at him. “You’ve got this!”

He wished he shared her confidence.

Jol hesitantly approached the raised platform. Now that he was closer to it, he could see the small set of wooden stairs someone had placed at the far end of the leftmost table. A similar set of steps adorned the right, for his competitor’s use in ascending to the tabletops.

Instructor Hannon stood near the steps with her hands on her hips, waiting for him. “Go on up, Rivers,” the woman said, already turning her gaze to the rest of the class. “My hips aren’t what they used to be, I’m afraid.”

Jol gave the woman a sideways glance. Doubtless Instructor Hannon could have jumped directly from the floor to the top of the mahogany table if she chose to. The fact that she dissembled instead made Jol’s hackles rise and his danger sense tingle. What was this woman planning?

There was nothing for it, though, but to do as she said. The whole class was watching.

The stairs felt shockingly unstable beneath his feet as he climbed onto the table. They were set back a foot or so from the edge of the platform, so that Jol had to perform a little hop in order to keep from falling. No one said anything, but Hannon watched him intensely.

Abruptly, she turned. “Alright, let’s see… who’s going to go up against you first?” Her gaze raked the rear rows of students, searching the faces for a prime candidate. “How about… Violet?”

Violet? Jol vaguely remembered the girl. She was nearly too young to be in this class at all—were she not an advanced student, she wouldn’t have been allowed in the Lyceum at her age. She was probably the least powerful student in the class where magic was concerned. Jol would have been shocked to see her cast anything more than the most basic of spells.

Violet stared. “Me?” the girl asked, pointing a finger at herself. “But I can’t…!”

“Come on, don’t be shy,” Hannon insisted. “Everyone’s going to have a turn before the end of the day. You just get to be the first!”

Violet continued to demur, but when a couple of students began to cheer her on, she brightened and left her chair. Her long robes swished around her feet as she made her way to the platform, hanging nearly all the way to the floor. The girl stood a good four inches shorter than any of the other students in the class—a comparison that made Jol look even larger by comparison.

“Very good,” Hannon said, looking pleased. “Today you won’t do much more than toss a few fireballs at each other, but we don’t want anyone getting seriously injured. So I’ll ward you both now. Step forward, please.”

Both Jol and Violet came closer to the center of the tables. Jol watched Hannon warily, as if he expected some kind of trap. There had to be more to this sparring session than met the eye—otherwise, why would the instructor choose him to be the first to try it?

“Give me just a moment,” Hannon murmured, lifting her hand. “You may feel a slight tingling in your extremities, but that will soon pass…”

A wave of something like cooling mint washed over Jol’s body. He blinked, and the air shimmered gently an inch or two away from his face. He moved his hand on instinct, trying to touch the invisible wall that was Hannon’s ward. But of course he couldn’t. It only reacted to magic. For his physical body, it was like it wasn’t there at all.

“Good,” Hannon said. “That shield should keep either of you from frying the other. I’ll reapply it to anyone who steps up here to challenge you after the first round. Now pay attention.”

In the briefest of terms possible, Hannon explained to them both the mechanics of casting a fireball. The instructor’s voice was terse, almost laconic, a marked contrast to the way she normally gave her lectures on the classification and history of magic. Both Jol and Violet listened intently, hanging off of every word.

When it was done, Violet scrunched up her face and nodded. “I’ll try!” she told the instructor.

Hannon seemed pleased with that. “Good,” she said. “Jol, you’ll do the same.”

He would. Only he had no idea where to begin. Nothing Hannon had said made the slightest bit of sense to him. Her words about ‘the power within’ and ‘tapping the fountain of magic inside of you’ felt like instructions for someone who already understood that they had innate magical ability, not someone struggling to find said ability. He doubted he’d be able to use her instructions to light a candle’s flame, much less attack Violet with a fireball.

“Move to your places,” Hannon commanded.

Both of them did just that. An outside observer would have thought them both nervous, but Jol hid his anxiety better than the younger student. The rest of the students, unsure of who to cheer for, settled for just generally expressing their well-wishes for the entire process.

“Very good,” Hannon said. “Are you ready?”

Jol wasn’t. But he nodded anyway.

“Begin!”

Violet lifted her hands and did something that Jol could hardly catch. The air in front of the young woman shimmered, igniting like someone had lit an invisible torch between her hands. With a triumphant yell, Violet pulled a tiny ball of flame out of the air and chucked it at Jol like they were on a sporting rink.

Shit! He threw up his hands, reaching for whatever might be in him that was able to summon a counter spell. The fireball flew across the sparring platform, traveling in what seemed to almost be slow motion as it made its way towards him.

Too late.

The ball of flame struck the wall in front of Jol’s body and exploded.

He didn’t scream, but it was a very near thing. Though Hannon’s shield blocked the actual flame of the fireball, it did nothing about the wave of heat that traveled directly through the ward. It seared Jol, forcing him backwards and nearly throwing him into a panic. Pure pain flared in his chest, radiating to his limbs, and tears brimmed in his eyes as he fought to keep a straight face.

“Excellent work!” Hannon said. “That was an exquisite fire spell for a first-timer, Miss Violet!”

Violet looked pleased, but also a little sick. “Are you alright, Jol?” the young woman asked, cocking her head to the side.

Jol was highly conscious of the eyes on him. “I’m fine,” he insisted, brushing off the student’s worries. “Just a little shocked by how well you did that!”

Violet smiled. A few students applauded.

Instructor Hannon was not clapping, however. “ Rivers,” she said, crossing her arms beneath her prodigious breasts as she walked over to his side of the dueling platform. “Are you going to respond in kind?”

Was he? Jol frowned, then reached inward. When he closed his eyes, he saw nothing but darkness—but maybe there was something there waiting for him. Some hidden power that would allow him to show his stuff and impress the other students.

He reached. And reached some more.

Nothing happened.

The silence stretched out, becoming awkward. Violet’s voice broke it. “It’s okay,” she insisted, taking a step towards Jol. “It’s really not a big deal…”

Hannon cleared her throat. “I’m afraid it is a big deal,” the instructor said. “Rivers, your continued enrollment at this institution of magical learning depends on you being able to conduct some magical learning. If you’re not even able to master the most basic of spells, I’m not sure how I can help you…”

Ice filled Jol’s gut. Now he understood the trap he’d stepped in.

This was Hannon’s plan. The woman couldn’t humiliate him where his knowledge was concerned: he’d already aced her pop quiz and made her look vaguely like a fool in doing so. But she could hit him where it hurt.

Hannon had no idea that Jol’s special ability would keep him in Keynes whether he wanted to be there or not. But as long as he was blocked, unable to cast ordinary magic, she’d always be able to needle him this way.

It infuriated him. It wasn’t fair!

“Alright,” Hannon said, waving away Jol’s lack of a reply. “I think that’s enough of that, then. If you’re not going to respond to Violet’s attack, then we’re done here.”

Despite the stinging insult, something inside of Jol sagged with relief. At least the humiliation was over.

Then it got worse.

“Go on and hop down,” Hannon told Violet. Before Jol could join her, the instructor turned on a heel and held up a hand in Jol’s direction. “Not so fast, Rivers. You stay right there.”

What? Jol frowned. When he looked out over the crowd, the rest of his group were staring at him with similar expressions of confusion. This was highly unusual, to say the least. In every other instance of sparring at the Lyceum, both participants were switched out in a sort of round-robin tournament. To only bring one person down from the platform didn’t make sense.

“David,” Hannon said, pointing at the blonde lad. “You’re up next. Take Violet’s place.”

The youth looked even more shocked than Violet or Jol had been. “Me? But instructor, I—”

“No arguments,” Hannon insisted. “Get up here. And as for you, Rivers…”

Jol swallowed hard. The instructor stared up at him from the lectern, her smile never reaching her eyes.

“I suppose you’ll be given another chance,” she said with a shrug. “After all, you wouldn’t want to be humiliated twice in a row, would you?”

The edges of Jol’s vision went red. Only now did he fully grasp the contours of Hannon’s plan. The instructor was going to let every student in the class practice on Jol, in the ‘hopes’ that by doing so, they’d break through his block and give him access to magic.

Except Hannon clearly wasn’t hoping this exercise would be to Jol’s benefit. She relished the idea of turning him into a punching bag for the entire class—she’d probably chuckle to herself every time a magic spell hit him, perfectly aware that her magical wards only blocked some of the damage.

It was going to be a long, humiliating day. All because he’d dared to stand up for himself in front of the other students. And because he had the temerity to be enrolled at the Lyceum at his age.

David approached the platform like a man being led to the gallows. Even a blind man could have seen that the youth didn’t wish to climb up onto the table and spar; Jol was his friend. In a friendly competition, he would have relished the duel, but not like this.

Hannon’s eyes narrowed. “Stop stalling, David. We have a lot of sparring to get through before this lesson is done. If the entire class doesn’t get an opportunity to practice their skills before the bell rings, I won’t hesitate to keep you all here through lunch!”

Audible groans filled the room at the notion. No one believed Hannon was bluffing.

David walked to the stairs. He caught Jol’s eye and frowned deeply.

“I’m sorry,” he muttered, unable to meet Jol’s gaze. “I don’t have a choice—”

“Don’t you dare!”

The voice cut through the festivities, freezing David in his tracks. The young man turned, along with nearly the entire rest of the class, to see Jessamyn Silverbrook stomping her way into the lecture hall. She was dressed to the nines in her tightest uniform, while the expression on her face dared any student to let themselves be caught staring.

Jessamyn was in rare form.

Instructor Hannon blinked, thrown off her guard. “Miss Silverbrook,” she said, recovering smoothly. “Very nice of you to drop in. Perhaps you could even be on time for a lesson or two this semester—”

“I’m here,” Jessamyn said. It was practically a growl. “We’re sparring today?”

Her bluntness shocked everyone. Normally Jessamyn was completely uninterested in their lessons: as the Lyceum’s top psychomancer in training, no one was going to force her to attend lectures on introductory magical concepts. But no one could stop her.

Hannon’s nose wrinkled. “My class is a bit basic for you, I’m afraid,” the instructor said, trying to head Jessamyn off at the pass. “I know that technically students of all disciplines are welcome at these lectures, but I really must insist that you remain an observer, Miss Silverbrook. You have such an advantage over my other students that it would be unfair—”

Jessamyn wasn’t even listening. “Jol Rivers is on the platform? Good. I volunteer to be next to spar with him.” She glanced over at poor David, who was practically shaking his boots. “You can sit back down.”

Before Hannon could stop him, David raced back to his seat.

“This is most improper!” Hannon cried. “Miss Silverbrook, at least some of the Lyceum’s rules must apply to you!”

What was Jessamyn planning? Jol had no idea. But he trusted the girl. After they’d gotten closer at his forge, he’d begun to realize what an ally he had in the young psychomancer. He’d also started to feel a connection between them that had nothing to do with their shared status and everything to do with him being a man and her a woman.

“Oh, please,” Jessamyn said, rolling her eyes. “You want the blacksmith to get beat up, right? Why else would you pit him alone against the entire class?”

Her accusation hit Hannon in the chest. The instructor sputtered for a moment, then recovered. “I’m giving Master Rivers an opportunity,” she insisted.

“Good. So am I.”

And with that, Jessamyn hopped up onto the table.

By some miracle she managed to avoid flashing the entire lecture hall. Though half the men and a quarter of the women craned their necks to see what lay beneath that pleated skirt, Jessamyn was far too quick on the draw for them. She unbuttoned the top button of her white dress shirt and rolled up her sleeves as she took her position at the far end of the platform.

“No need to ward me,” she said, reminding the class that Hannon hadn’t even offered. “I can handle that myself. You ready, Jol?”

How could he possibly be ready? “Jessamyn, I…?”

The girl winked at him.

“You’ve got this,” the young student said, a hint of a smile curling at her lip. “I believe in you, blacksmith. Now get ready to defend yourself!”

Defend himself?

Jol was still trying to prepare when Jessamyn launched her first attack.

It was every bit as flashy and bright as the crowd could have hoped for. In the blink of an eye, a bolt of lightning formed between Jessamyn Silverbrook’s outstretched palms, streaking across the classroom in a blinding flash. Several students screamed, and even Hannon herself flinched as the spell exploded across the platform.

This wasn’t like the fireball. That Jol might have dodged, if only he’d been quick enough. Against Jessamyn’s spells he had no defense.

The lightning struck the ward Hannon placed over him, nearly shattering it in a single blow. Forks of electricity arced across the shimmering surface, blocked mostly by the shield but not entirely. Bolts struck Jol’s chest and stomach, sending paroxysms of pain through his body. His back teeth ached, and every hair on his body stood on end like he’d spent an hour rubbing his socked feet against carpet.

Jol backed up again, and again. Jessamyn kept throwing bolts, closing the distance between them slowly but without stopping.

The lightning turned to flame. Bolts of burning fire struck Jol’s shield, each one sending a wave of heat that made him want to roar with pain. The fine hairs on his forearms were singed away, and only quick movement saved his eyebrows from the same fate. Jessamyn showed no signs of stopping—and Hannon showed no signs of intending to stop her.

This wasn’t a duel. It wasn’t a sparring session. It was a beatdown.

What the hell was Jessamyn doing?

Through the wall of flame, Jol could see the young woman’s face. A specter of grim determination filled the student’s features as she struck again and again, like a woodsman trying to cut down a particularly hardy oak. She didn’t appear to be enjoying what she was doing—if anything, the poor woman looked to be on the verge of tears.

It made no sense. Jessamyn could stop at any time; she’d already struck the necessary blow. Why did she keep attacking him? He’d thought things were going so well between them!

Even Hannon seemed startled. The instructor backed away as Jessamyn’s flames turned into a rain of hailstones, projectiles battering Jol’s shield as they exploded in bursts of searing cold. And he’d thought fire was bad! His whole body shivered as the shimmering barrier in front of him struggled to remain working. He could sense the magic inside of it beginning to weaken, and it wouldn’t be long before he stood helpless before Jessamyn’s barrage—

Wait.

He could sense the magic?

To his shock, he could. As the multitude of spells slammed against the invisible wall Hannon had conjured to protect him, Jol realized he could feel more than just the heat or the cold or the stinging electrical shocks. He could feel the spells themselves. He sensed each of them coming before they arrived, and could tell what sort of spell they were while they still soared across the dueling platform. Of course it was obvious to anyone with eyes what the difference between a fireball and a lightning bolt was—but Jol could have shut his lids tightly and still known. Just to test, he did so.

Jessamyn let out a growl and switched to concentrated arrows of wind. These buffeted the shield, forcing Jol back step by step towards the edge of the platform. The atmosphere in the room grew hushed, and every student was on the edge of their seat.

“She’s going to knock him right onto the floor!” someone shouted.

Jol barely heard. Something was happening inside of him—a muscle flexed that until thirty seconds ago he hadn’t realized existed. The first time it pulsed, nothing happened, but it was like climbing onto a bike only to fall over and over again. Eventually you’d get your feet onto the pedals and start down the road…

“Come on!” he heard Jessamyn growl. The young woman’s voice was for him and him alone, beamed via magic straight to his ear. “Wake up and do it already, Jol!”

Suddenly he understood. This whole charade hadn’t been for Hannon’s benefit—it was for his. Jessamyn wasn’t here to humiliate him. Her aim was to set him free.

The young psychomancer understood things even Instructor Hannon failed to grasp. Something about the storm of rapidly changing magic she rained on Jol was breaking through his defenses — breaking through his block.

He took another step backwards, only to find open air beneath his boot. Only the reflexes honed from years in the Expeditionary Force kept him from tumbling right to the floor, which would have broken the spell and humiliated him to boot. Out of the corner of his eye he caught Hannon watching him hungrily, savoring his downfall.

Not today, Jol thought. Not just yet…!

The next time Jessamyn threw a spell, Jol closed his eyes and concentrated. A great something flared in his chest, and a sensation like the cool touch of mint he’d experienced during Hannon’s warding coursed through him. Time slowed down, and he reached out with mental fingers to see the spell coming straight at him.

Flame, a tiny, primal part of his brain thought. Entry-level fire spell. Should be easily countered with one of these!

There were no words to describe what Jol Rivers did next. Teachers and logicians like Hannon could pontificate all they wanted on the nature of magic, breaking it down into what they believed were simple instructions. None of it explained the fact that there was something beyond explanation to it. Magic was no craft.

It was an art.

An art something like blacksmithing, now that Jol grasped the tiniest part of it.

With a roar, Jol grasped that something in his chest as hard as he could and summoned his magic. A bolt of ice shot from his outstretched palm, the air in front of his hand turning as cold as an arctic blizzard as he fired directly at the ball of flame in his path.

Gasps filled the room. Someone cried out.

The ice struck the flame and snuffed it like wetted fingers on a candle’s flame. The bolt of frost kept right on moving, soaring like an arrow over the dueling platform and striking Jessamyn Silverbrook directly in the chest.

Her wards took the worst of the blow, but the young woman had none of Jol’s skill for gritting her teeth and shrugging off pain. As the cold shot through her, Jessamyn threw up her hands and screamed with the shock of it. She staggered backwards, her short skirt swishing around her thighs as she braced herself across the wood.

I did it, Jol thought, staring at his fingers. I cast a spell!

It wasn’t his first, of course. Even the enchantment that saved Ser Jeroboam from the heathen mages likely hadn’t been the very first spell Jol Rivers ever cast. But it was the first one he’d performed of his own volition.

He was stunned. Entranced.

All at once, Jol knew what he wanted to do with the rest of his life—

A blast of wind knocked him off his feet.

While he’d been daydreaming about the power of magic, Jessamyn had charged up another wind spell. This one was far more powerful than the first-level incantations she’d been tossing at his shield, and it ripped the last of Hannon’s protection away like tissue paper. Jol was flung backwards like a paper doll, and the floor rose to meet him with a swiftness.

He hit the ground so hard he nearly blacked out, but his training saved him at the last moment. He managed to turn the fall into a roll, blunting the worst of the impact. His hip screamed in protest, and he knew there’d be a nasty bruise there.

But he was alright.

And he’d broken his block.

“Point to Miss Silverbrook,” Hannon said, her tone surprisingly cheery. “Looks like you found your spine after all, Rivers.”

“I did,” Jol managed, staggering to his feet. “And then I nearly broke it.”

The laughter that followed was more raucous than any Hannon had been able to conjure with any of her jokes. An irritated look flickered across the instructor’s face, yet she seemed almost… charmed? Not as full of bitterness as she’d been a while ago, at least.

“Go take a seat,” she said, jerking a thumb at the benches. “Next up against Miss Silverbrook… oh, how about David, since you were already waiting?”

Jol gratefully returned to his seat, wincing a bit at the pain. Gwen was on him in an instant, giving him a big hug that was just on the plausibly deniable side of friendly. “Way to go!” she said, adding a high five as if she’d realized she’d gone too far. “That was impressive work.”

“I can’t remember the last time someone got a hit on Silverbrook,” Junji said. “You’d think she’d cut your brain off or something before you could even try…”

Jol snickered at that. “She’s not so bad once you get to know her,” he said.

All of his friends stared.

“You know her?” Erika whispered, as if Jol had casually mentioned being friends with the Autarch himself. “That’s crazy!”

“Just see,” Jol told them with a snicker. “The next time we’re up on the platform, she won’t be anywhere as easy on me.”

They settled back to watch the show. But for Jol, it didn’t matter how he fared the rest of the day. The power of magic was now his to control, and he planned on making even better use of it than the other students of the Lyceum.

He had a lot of catching up to do.
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Jol was right. During the next round of dueling, Jessamyn Silverbrook knocked him flat with a single spell. He’d laughed it off, because by then, it was clear which of Hannon’s students was going to win the impromptu tournament.

It was Jessamyn, of course.

Speaking of Jessamyn, the girl was beginning to occupy an outsized role in Jol’s life. She was there nearly every afternoon when he slipped off of the campus grounds to the forge in order to conduct another magical experiment, scanning him with her psychomancy. True to her promise, she hadn’t tried to infiltrate him with her magic a single time—though he could always feel her presence whenever she was paying attention to the experiment. They hadn’t been able to duplicate the result yet with the explosion of flame and the purple glow, but it felt like it was only a matter of time until they figured out how to make it tick.

And although they parted each evening, Jessamyn was dominating his nights, too.

At first he’d naively expected Aeronwen to be cross with him, given how much time he was spending with the girl. But the first night he’d come back to her quarters after a session at the forge, he’d been shocked by how turned on his woman was. She’d been waiting for him in her skimpiest lingerie, ready to make their first night of lovemaking in the new place look boring by comparison—and she’d wanted to hear every single detail of his time with the beautiful psychomancer.

It was truly incredible. All of Jol’s expectations about women and jealousy had been blown out of the water by Aeronwen. He told her everything, even about the growing closeness between him and the beautiful co-ed. He expected her to blow her stack over that, but instead she just blew him.

Honestly, Aeronwen seemed even more excited about the whole thing than he was. They were still caging it in the realm of ‘fantasy’, as something they’d simply talk about and never consider actually doing. But it didn’t take long for Aeronwen to start dropping hints. And Jol started to see the two women together on campus at strange times, walking across the green in ways that no one could take as anything other than a professional meeting between mentor and mentee.

Unless they were Jol, of course.

“Kishinori’s lecture,” Jessamyn said one day as Jol tended a breastplate he’d been hammering for the better part of an afternoon. The metal glowed beneath his blows, though her eyes were more on him lately than any item he worked in the forge. Lately she’d been eying up his muscles even more than usual, as if it were her body she was picturing him pounding on the anvil, instead of steel.

Jol paused in his work. “What about it?”

“Your lover tells me the two of you are going to it later tonight,” Jessamyn said, her legs crossed as she sat on the edge of a nearby table. “Are you actually interested in chronomancy, or are you just there to watch me wipe the smug look off of Kishinori’s face?”

In truth, Jol had almost forgotten about the lecture entirely. Aeronwen had gotten them both tickets, as he recalled, but his interest in it was less in the subject matter than in watching Jessamyn prepare to overthrow the foundations of what the Lyceum’s mages considered possible.

He couldn’t tell her that, of course. She was already walking around with a big enough head as it was.

“A little of both,” Jol admitted with a smirk. “Honestly, if it weren’t for you, I’d probably give the tickets to David. That lad is mad for your theories…”

Jessamyn favored him with a smirk. “Oh, right. The blonde boy who’s part of your little secret society. He’s cute.”

Jol couldn’t understand why his stomach filled with acid at hearing Jessamyn compliment another man. “Secret society?” he asked, frowning.

“Not terribly secret,” Jessamyn yawned. “But yes, you’ve got a fun little group going. That David had quite a crush on me a few months ago—I’m glad he eventually got over it and found someone more appropriate to play with.”

Jol stood up, checking the metal on the forge to make sure it wouldn’t explode while he wasn’t directly watching it first. “What are you talking about?” he asked.

Jessamyn stared at him flatly. “The boy and that other one you’re always going along with are an item,” she said, cocking her head to the side. “Honestly, I thought you knew?”

Jol blinked. “Gwen?” he gasped, unable to believe it.

Jessamyn laughed. “No, the other one. The little blonde girl?”

The world suddenly made more sense to Jol. “Erika,” he said, a strange kind of relief stealing over him. “God-in-flesh, what a couple David and Gwen would make…”

“Honestly, you should let them all come to the lecture,” Jessamyn insisted. “I’ve heard the Lyceum isn’t actually going to bother checking tickets. If someone does, they can always say that Lady Aeronwen gave them permission.”

Jol’s eyes narrowed. “And if you get caught?” he asked. “The registrar’s office denied you a ticket, as I recall.”

She might have warmed to him considerably since starting these sessions together, but the smirk she gave in response to his question was all Jessamyn. “Then I’ll say the same thing,” she purred. “I’ll point to that big hunk of a blacksmith sitting in the front row next to Lady Aeronwen and say, ‘he allowed me to come, officer. But he made me promise to do truly terrible things with him in exchange…’”

She was trying to wind him up. It wouldn’t work. “As if I could make you do anything,” he said.

Jessamyn chuckled. “Anyway, I’m glad those two got together,” she said breezily. “David’s a nice boy, but he’s not at all my type. I like my men a little older, you know? With the kind of body that lets me know I don’t have anything to worry about. No scrawny string-beans for me…”

Jol glanced up at her. “Are you trying to drive me crazy?”

Her smirk widened. “Why? Is it working?”

He shook his head, laughing. “You’re too much. Have you told Lady Aeronwen about these fancies of yours?”

Jol expected it to be a knockout blow. But to his surprise, Jessamyn put a hand on her hip and smiled like a woman with a secret.

“Oh, you’d be surprised what Lady Aeronwen and I talk about,” she said, nibbling her bottom lip. “You and half the campus would be so scandalized that we’d probably never be able to show our faces in public again—”

Before Jessamyn could finish her thought, the tolling of a bell rang through the square.

She took a step backwards and turned on a heel, watching through the forge’s big window. On the opposite side of campus, lecture halls were just beginning to empty for the evening, and the windows of the dining hall glowed with an unearthly, magically enhanced light. The sun hung low on the horizon, bathing the square of the Inner Island in a romantic glow.

“Shit!” Jessamyn rose from the table, smoothing down her skirt. “The lecture is going to be soon. I need to get my ass in gear!”

“Me too, I suppose,” Jol said, glancing over at the forge. “I’ll need to wash up before Aeronwen and I arrive at Kishinori’s event.”

Jessamyn turned on a heel, smirking. “Hmm, maybe you should go just as you are,” she suggested. “Sweaty and covered in soot, wearing an apron… yes, I’m sure the ladies of the Lyceum would love that…”

Just what are you and Aeronwen saying? Jol thought. If the two of them were talking, and Jessamyn knew enough to be making jokes about the whole thing, then Jol strongly suspected Jessamyn knew about their ‘harmless fantasies’.

The fact that they hadn’t made her run away screaming implied things Jol wasn’t certain he was ready to face.

“I’d rather feel good about myself, thanks,” Jol said, taking off his gloves. “These people already think I’m enough of a country bumpkin as it is.”

Once Jessamyn left, Jol doused the forge and set his tools back into their proper place before heading back to the rooms he shared with Aeronwen. Several groups of students called out to him as he passed, asking about the evening’s lecture and whether he was going to be in attendance. Apparently it was going to be a much larger event than he’d anticipated.

Aeronwen was already waiting for him, wearing her most luxurious azure robe. “Jol!” the woman said, taking one shocked look at his sweaty, unkempt appearance. “Oh dear, darling, you’re going to need to hurry. We really ought to be leaving for the lecture in the next fifteen minutes…”

Jol wanted to tear that gorgeous dress off of Aeronwen’s body and spend far more than a mere fifteen minutes tasting her. He stared into her eyes, and when the mage instructor caught his gaze, she shuddered with lust and smiled.

“Did you have any interesting conversations with Jessamyn today?” Aeronwen asked. Her voice was so sweet that instantly Jol knew there was a secret she was hiding. Women didn’t talk like that in his experience unless they knew something you didn’t.

Jol moved into the bathroom, already stripping off his clothing. He was pleased to discover Tyssa had hung up his robes for the evening on a hook by the tub. The girl had proved to be a capable and eager housemaid since she’d been promoted to the position, and neither Jol nor Aeronwen could remember what life had been like without her helping out around the place.

“She implied she’d been having conversations with you,” Jol grunted, stepping into the tub. Steaming water rolled in, and he began to scrub himself vigorously as he spoke. “The two of you have been growing awfully close lately.”

“Is that such an odd thing?” Aeronwen stood in the doorway, not fully entering, as if she was ensuring her gown didn’t get wet. “She’s a young woman in need of guidance, and I am one of the Lyceum’s most well-known teachers. I can be the mentor she needs. The one she deserves.” Aeronwen let out a dismissive sniff. “Half of the instructors in this place treat her like she’s some kind of pariah…”

“I’m sure the things you and I do in bed at night have nothing to do with that,” Jol shot back.

He’d meant it to be nothing more than a bit of light teasing, but Aeronwen reacted as if slapped.

“My fantasies… are my own,” Aeronwen said, crossing her arms under her breasts. “Perhaps you and Jessamyn aren’t getting along as well as I’d hoped, if there’s no rapport between the two of you.”

Damn. He hadn’t meant to offend her. Now he was likely getting no answer about their conversations—not until after the lecture, in any case.

“They’re my fantasies, too,” Jol said, softening his previous remarks with a rakish grin. “Did you happen to mention them to Jessamyn during one of those mentoring sessions?”

Aeronwen pursed her lips. “Wouldn’t you like to know?” she teased.

Before Jol could ask another question, she turned away and strode out of the bathroom.

“You’d better hurry up!” her voice called from the other room. “Otherwise we’re going to be late!”

Jol finished washing and dressing in record time. He managed to cut a dashing figure in his robes, even on short notice, and as they left the bedroom, he glanced at Aeronwen’s full-length mirror to check their appearance. They looked like a true power couple—two of the most important people in the Lyceum, heading out for a night on the town.

“I wish you’d just tell me what you and Jessamyn have been talking about,” Jol said as they left.

“Later,” Aeronwen promised. “Now hush up, gorgeous. Take my arm and make me look good…”

Just outside of the mage instructor’s apartments, they found a familiar face: Godfrey. The white-haired man was dressed up in a staff member’s version of formal robes, with a few touches that made them look a bit more like a military uniform than something education-related.

“I should have known the two of you were going to be late,” he drawled. “Hello, blacksmith.”

“Hello to you,” Jol said, a little surprised to see the man. “Did Lady Aeronwen invite you as well? She already has a bodyguard for the evening, I assure you.”

Godfrey chuckled at that. “I’m merely here as a friend tonight,” the man said. “Of both of you.”

The three of them crossed the Inner Island. The closer they got to the lecture hall, the more crowded the square became. A line of students clustered near the entrance, waiting to see if they’d be let inside.

Jol and Aeronwen were almost at the doors when a hand shot from the crowd. “Hey, Jol!”

He gave a start. He knew that voice. “Gwen!”

It wasn’t just Gwen. The whole gang was gathered near the entrance to the lecture hall: Gwen, David, Junji, and Erika. They’d apparently been waiting for just this opportunity: to piggyback on Jol’s invitation to get inside and watch Kishinori.

Now that he knew that the two students were together, Jol wondered how he could have possibly missed that Erika and David were in a relationship. They managed to keep things casual around their friends, but there was a closeness about the way the pair stood and spoke to each other that made it clear they were far closer than any of the other members of the group. Even Aeronwen looked as if she’d noticed; the woman’s smile was far more for Erika than any of the rest of them.

“Jol,” Gwen said, grinning broadly. “You’re just the man we wanted to see!”

The young people crowded around Jol and Aeronwen, making themselves look as if they’d been part of his entourage all the time. Their attempts at fitting in were so transparent that Jol was tempted to laugh, but he knew he’d only have been hurting the group’s feelings by doing so.

Godfrey had no such compunction. “Look at this,” the man drawled, staring over the heads of the younger students with scorn. “It’s becoming quite a party, isn’t it, Lady Aeronwen?”

Aeronwen shushed him. “They’re just excited about the lecture,” she assured the man. “Of course they can enter the hall with us!”

In truth, they probably didn’t need to bother. The guards at the door gave Jol and his group only the most perfunctory of glances before waving them through. Their subterfuge had only bought them better seats, not a seat at the table, but David and the others were over the moon.

“Whoo hoo!” Junji cried, looking over his shoulder at the entrance. “Secret Agent Jol!”

“That was excellent,” David said, giving Jol a look like they’d just snuck into the Imperial Treasury. “What did I tell you, Erika? Jol’s the man!”

“You kids scurry along now,” Godfrey rumbled. “We have grown-up work to do.”

“Enjoy the lecture,” Jol added, softening the blow. “Be ready for anything!”

Promising they would, the young students headed towards the other side of the lecture hall.

Part of Jol expected more guards keeping them from entering the lecture proper, but there weren’t any, just a couple of ushers who looked extremely harried and tired. They’d probably been arguing with arrivals about seats since late afternoon. When Aeronwen produced an actual set of tickets entitling them to sit on the front row, they visibly relaxed.

“All this hullabaloo about one magical scientist’s cockamamie theories,” Godfrey muttered as they made their way to the front. “And what’s all this he’s got set up on stage? Is he planning to perform an act for the kids?”

There were a large number of items set up on the lecture stage. Someone had dragged an oaken table to the center of the stage and covered half of it with a thick sheet; the other half held what looked like a large number of pieces of twisted metal. Jol craned his neck, but he couldn’t make hide nor hair of what the things were supposed to be. What game was Kishinori playing?

As they took their seats, Aeronwen let out a little gasp. “Jol, look!”

Jol followed the woman’s finger. At first he had trouble seeing what she was pointing at, then it clicked. One of the shapes on the sheet was familiar to him—it was the lion’s head door knocker he’d forged for Mayor Lutz back in Littlereach.

It felt like an entire lifetime had passed since the last time he’d seen it. What on earth was it doing here?

More students filed in. There were instructors and high-class members of the Lyceum, of course, but the robed figures outnumbered all the rest by three to one—probably because there were just so many students at the Lyceum. Jol looked around, waiting to see if Jessamyn Silverbrook was planning on putting in an appearance, but she probably wanted to look fashionably late.

The room filled with the quiet sounds of murmured conversation. Kishinori’s lecture was bound to begin any moment, but the man himself was nowhere to be found. Where was he?

To kill time, Jol decided to be bold. He leaned over and put a hand on Aeronwen’s knee, giving her a smile that made it clear to anyone watching exactly where the two of them stood. From the answering smirk on his woman’s face, she liked the attention.

“Last chance,” Jol said, his tone quietly teasing. “Tell me what you and Jessamyn have been talking about.”

Aeronwen licked her lips. “Not here,” she insisted, her brows shooting skyward. “Later, darling. Maybe by then, Jessamyn can tell you herself…”

“Who are you talking about?” Godfrey sat at Jol’s opposite side, looking bored out of his mind. This wasn’t his bag, clearly—from what Jol knew of the man, he’d have been far more at home down in the training yard sparring with new recruits rather than sitting through a stuffy old lecture. “That psychomancer who’s been trying to boycott this talk?”

“She doesn’t wish to boycott it,” Jol corrected. “She merely thinks Kishinori’s theories about time are incorrect.”

Godfrey snorted. “As if she would know…”

Someone jostled Jol from behind. The first time it happened, he assumed it was one of the instructors taking their seat, but the motion continued. “Hey!”

Jol glanced over his shoulder. Gwen’s smiling face greeted his, the stud in her nose winking at him.

“The rest of the seats in here suck,” the redhead whispered, glancing to the sides. The rest of their group sat with her—Junji occupied the seat to her right, while David and Erika practically sat in each other’s laps to her left. “We figured we’d have a lot more fun if we were up here with you and Aeronwen. That okay?”

Jol was flummoxed.

Aeronwen glanced over her shoulder and caught sight of the youths. “Of course,” she chuckled, as if she’d expected this all along. “We really can’t get rid of you four, can we?”

“Nope,” Gwen admitted. “What’s this you two were saying about Miss Silverbrook?”

None of your business, Jol thought. Saying it would have been terribly rude, however.

“Everyone knows she’s going to crash the lecture,” David whispered. “She’s been saying it for weeks. Jol and Aeronwen are probably trying to figure out what the hell they’re going to do to calm down the student body once she proves Kishinori’s theories are crap—”

“Ladies and gentlemen!” The booming voice was so unexpected that Aeronwen jumped. “Please silence yourselves! The symposium is about to begin!”

This was what the crowd had been waiting for. They all went silent as one, turning their expectant faces towards the stage. Jol felt a little anxious that Jessamyn still wasn’t there, but he figured the young woman would show up whenever it was time. He also wished that Aeronwen would just bloody tell him what they were planning, but a man could rarely get all of his wishes granted in this life. Hell, he’d gotten more than most men already.

A figure emerged onto the stage, appearing from behind a curtain. It was Dean Dirk, and upon his arrival, the student body broke out into a round of polite applause. Jol joined them, along with Aeronwen. Godfrey crossed his arms over his chest and slid his hands into his armpits, a sour expression on his face.

The Dean didn’t notice. “Students and teachers,” the man said, looking over the assembled faces like a general preparing to send his troops out on a mission. “It is my great privilege to welcome one of the Second Empire’s top scholars to our hallowed halls of learning this evening. I understand the topic of his speech has caused no end of controversy and consternation among certain members of our student body…”

There were snickers at that. Everyone knew that Dean Dirk meant Jessamyn Silverbrook, though they were polite enough not to yell her name.

“...but I’m hopeful that we’ll all approach this symposium with an open mind,” the Dean continued. “So, with that, I turn the floor over to your speaker for the evening. Ladies and gentlemen, the inestimable scholar, Kishinori…”

The Dean extended an arm. Kishinori entered from stage left, to a great deal more applause than Dean Dirk had gotten. The man was not at all what Jol had expected. Aeronwen had said that Kishinori was from the far South, the same part of the world that Lily and Violet hailed from. Jol had imagined that Kishinori would be a traveler from distant lands, perhaps using some of the knowledge he’d gained on his travels and applying it to the Lyceum’s wisdom. He’d also thought that Kishinori would share the twins’ exotic appearance.

Instead, the man was tall and dark, with a severe-looking widow’s peak and a jaw with an angle sharp enough to cut glass. His hair was tied in a single long braid down his back, almost like a girl’s.

“Thank you, Dean Dirk,” the man said, giving the crowd a quick bow. “Students and teachers of the Lyceum, I won’t bore you this evening. I would not want to waste any of my audience’s time, as it is so precious.” He punctuated it with a smirk that got a few laughs from the crowd. “Since time is what this demonstration is all about!”

As Dean Dirk left the stage, Kishinori approached the table. For a moment, it looked as if he were going to pull the sheet off of the concealed half of the oak, revealing whatever formed the single lump under the fabric. Then he thought better of it, and he moved to the pile of metallic fragments the crowd had been staring at since they sat down.

“These pieces,” Kishinori declared, “were once part of a Heathen mechanical engine.”

The crowd let out noises of surprise. An engine? The heathens were capable of that?

Jol leaned in closer. Now that the purpose of the pieces had been revealed, he had to admit—they did indeed look like shards of a greater whole. He’d never seen an Imperial engine up close; all of them had been deployed to the north, to fight the heathens and close the Scourge. But doubtless there were those in the audience who’d been deployed closer to the frigid wastes, and they could determine that this was no Second Empire technology.

“This device,” Kishinori was explaining, “represents the absolute best that our enemy is capable of creating. An engine of enormous power—and one capable of harnessing the forces of magic to use against its foe.” He gestured at one piece. “Witness.”

As Jol watched, confused, Kishinori took one of the pieces and held it up for the crowd’s perusal. When they’d finished getting a good look at it, he snapped his fingers. Sparks flew around his index and middle fingers, and he touched them to the side of the metal—

A lightning bolt arced from the piece.

Students and teachers alike ducked in their seats, though they needn’t have worried—the bolt flew far over their heads, striking a far piece of the wall. But the reaction from those watching was akin to that of a bomb being detonated in their midst.

“We believe these items are capable of absorbing stored magic,” Kishinori explained. “Once attacked by an enemy spell, they release their charge, unleashing a large amount of whatever element they were hit with.”

The student body was stunned. The instructors weren’t much better.

“Holy shit,” Gwen whispered. “That’s insane…”

“That could win the war…” David growled, gripping Erika’s hand.

“He has some countermeasures,” Junji insisted. “The man wouldn’t be giving a presentation if he didn’t…”

Aeronwen leaned over to Jol. “Darling, does this remind you of something?” she asked, looking alarmed.

It did. What the heathens were doing to their materiel… it was almost exactly what Jol did to the items he forged. Except while theirs involved storing energy, his reflected it.

Was this the secret, then? Had Kishinori already solved the problem of his strange magic, and had waited until now to inform the Lyceum how it worked?

“I’m sure you’re wondering how this was done,” the man said, placing the hunk of metal back on the table. “In truth, it took a great deal of experimenting to discover the method. We thought perhaps the heathens had discovered some metal unknown to us, one that stored magic. And all the while, the truth was staring us in the face. It was in my research the entire time.”

The entire crowd hung off the man’s words. As much as Jol hated to admit it, he was enthralled as well.

“The answer,” Kishinori explained, “is time.”

Time magic? Chronomancy? Jol didn’t see the connection. From the murmurs spreading through the crowd, most of those in attendance didn’t see it, either.

“Get to the point!” A voice cried. To Jol’s surprise, it was Instructor Hannon. “Unless this is a merely theoretical discussion of how we’re all going to be blown off the battlefield…”

Kishinori chuckled. “Not theoretical at all. I’ll explain it in great detail.” The man paused, an impish grin spreading across his dark face. “But in order to do that, I’ll need a little help. A volunteer.”

A volunteer? Jol looked around, waiting to see if anyone raised a hand. There were a few tentative ones going up; mostly students.

But Kishinori had something else in mind.

“Oh!” the man said, as if he’d just told a good joke. “Actually, I have one right here. Behold…!”

And the man grabbed the sheet and pulled it free.

Aeronwen screamed.

Lying on the table, as motionless as a corpse, was Jessamyn Silverbrook.
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She’s dead, Jol thought. He killed her!

The thought was like a molten ball of magma in his gut. The edges of his vision went gray, then flushed bright red as rage flowed through his veins. He was already rising from his seat, preparing to make Kishinori pay for what he’d done—

Jessamyn sat straight up.

A wave of relief washed through the student body when it was revealed Jessamyn was alive. She looked strange, however—not in the least because she was dressed far more conservatively than anyone in the Lyceum had ever seen her before. Though her outfit was still so tight as to make her look practically naked, it covered her from head to toe, a white gown with what looked like sequined feathers sewn along the sides. Her eyes were curiously blank, and her gaze was as stunned as a zombie’s.

“Thank you so much for joining us, Miss Silverbrook,” Kishinori said smugly. “My apologies for disturbing your nap…”

A few polite chuckles greeted this, but most people were far too freaked out to do much else.

A hiss sounded right next to Jol’s ear. He felt a weight on the back of his chair and knew Envy was crouching on it.

“Something is wrong with that man,” the demon woman snarled. “He’s got something wicked planned!”

Gee, Jol thought, you think?

He tried to catch Jessamyn’s attention, but it was as if the young woman had gone blind. She saw nothing but what she was told to see, and she obeyed only Kishinori’s command. Jol had heard of magicians in far-off lands with powers like these, but he’d never thought to see them first-hand. The effect was spooky.

“I need to do something,” Jol muttered. “I’m not letting him hurt her—”

A hand came down on Jol’s. It was Godfrey’s.

“Give it a minute, blacksmith,” the white-haired man whispered. “Don’t go up there half-cocked, now.”

What? Jol was about to throw the man’s arm off of him and jump onto the stage when Godfrey gestured with his chin. When he turned, he saw something he’d failed to notice before. A faint line of steam ran the length of the stage, smoking like a special effect. It glowed faintly, and Jol had a realization.

Trap, he thought. To keep anyone from interfering…

Godfrey nodded like he could read Jol’s thoughts. “Run up there, and you’re liable to end up like her,” the man whispered. “We’re going to stop this, lad. But we’re going to do it smart…”

“Fuck smart!” Envy growled. “Touch me, Exalted One! Touch me, and I’ll rip out his throat!”

The thought was tempting. While Jol was trying to process his feelings, Kishinori continued the lecture.

“Miss Silverbrook was kind enough to volunteer for the role of test subject,” the man said, his smugness growing even greater than Jol had thought possible. “I’m sure you’ve all heard that we don’t see eye to eye—you may have been aware, in fact, that Miss Silverbrook intended to come to this lecture and challenge my theories of chronomancy. Which you now know would have been akin to treason, since all of this is a matter of Imperial security!”

The crowd looked like they weren’t sure of that. They might not have loved Jessamyn Silverbrook, but as outcast as she was, she was still one of their own, a student of the Lyceum.

And the Lyceum did not like its charges being used for nefarious purposes.

“Let her go!” a voice shouted.

Jol turned. David and the other three members of the group were on their feet, their hands cupped around their mouths as they shouted at Kishinori.

“What did you do to her?” Gwen demanded. “You drugged her like a heathen!”

“Stop this!” Erika screeched. For such a small girl, she had an impressive pair of lungs.

Kishinori slowly shook his head. The crowd sounded like they agreed with the young students, but the man still controlled the lecture—and he looked like he was stepping down no time soon.

“There’s nothing for you to protest,” the man insisted. “Miss Silverbrook volunteered for this assignment, and she’ll soon be able to take any questions you want to give her. If you’ll hold your comments until the end of the demonstration, I’m sure we’ll have time for your concerns—”

A figure approached the stage.

To Jol’s utter (and second wave of) shock, it was Instructor Hannon. The woman wore a look like murder, and she had a hand in the pocket of her robe like she was reaching for a magical focus she’d stashed away for an emergency.

“This has gone far enough,” the instructor said. “Come down off of that stage, and bring Miss Silverbrook with you!”

Wow. The woman might not have liked Jol, and she loathed Jessamyn Silverbrook. But if there was one thing Instructor Hannon prided above all other things, it was the honor of the Lyceum.

And this man was making a mockery of it.

“Momentarily,” Kishinori hissed. “Now, you may be wondering, how does time magic allow the heathens to store their magic in iron and steel? Well, it’s actually quite clever—”

Instructor Hannon removed her hand from her robe. Motes of snow danced around her fingers.

“Enough!” she roared.

A bolt of frost soared from her hand, striking out at Kishinori. At the last moment, the man twisted and grabbed an item off of the table—one of the twisted metal pieces he’d been displaying to the crowd only moments ago. The magic hit the steel and turned it blue, making it glow with an unearthly light—but nothing else. Kishinori did not freeze in place, the way the instructor had been expecting.

“Oh dear,” the man said, shaking his head. “Perhaps you need a more hands-on demonstration—”

Kishinori did something with his hands. The air around Instructor Hannon solidified like gelatin, trapping the woman in a hunk of translucent amber. For a moment Jol thought she would suffocate, then he realized she was moving—but moving at a pace that could only be called glacial.

Chronomancy, Jol realized. He’s a chronomancer. He slowed down time around her, so she can’t interfere…

Kishinori sighed. “I had hoped to avoid this,” he said, gesturing at Jessamyn. “Do your stuff, slut.”

After that, things stopped making sense for a little bit.

A terrible pressure pushed into the back of Jol’s mind. With mounting horror, he realized it was the same experience he’d had at the forge—the feeling of having a psychomancer reaching into his mind, trying to take control. It was even stronger than before, as if Jessamyn had merely been using kid gloves before and was now trying to go all out.

All the while, she stood as still as a statue, as if unaware of what she was doing.

Behind him, Gwen slumped to the ground, sobbing. David clutched his skull and screamed, shaking his head as if he could somehow dislodge the psychomancer’s power. All around the room, people were screaming and panting and shaking, the psychomancer’s abilities rendering them either unconscious or helpless.

“The way it works,” Kishinori continued, angered by the interruption, “is that these items are frozen in time. Each of these scraps of metal have been touched by an incredibly powerful chronomancer—locking their interior mechanisms and allowing them to freeze any magic stored within. Then each was passed between several heathen mages, filling them with so much power that if time were to begin flowing again, they’d immediately explode. So as you can see, each piece of this engine is a bomb—a bomb frozen the moment before it erupts.”

Kishinori’s explanation would have been more interesting if Jol weren’t in the midst of fighting off a psychic invasion. He and all the rest of the poor people on the floor of the lecture hall writhed helplessly, struggling to throw off the powers of Kishinori and his zombified psychomancer, Jessamyn Silverbrook.

Why had he chosen Jessamyn? Was it merely that she was the most powerful and gifted practitioner of mind magic to come to the Lyceum in a decade, and thus she was the perfect patsy? Or was it professional jealousy, because she’d intended to prove all along that his theories were misguided?

Probably it was a little of both.

Jol could have thought more deeply about it if he wasn’t in agony.

“Envy!” he roared, grinding his face into the carpet. There wasn’t even enough of him to remember not to speak the demon girl’s name aloud—even though he did, he doubted anyone would notice. “Help me, please!”

For long moments, there was nothing but silence—a silence in which Jol feared he might lose his mind. Then something pushed back against the wave in his head, and he could suddenly think again.

“Exalted One!” Envy’s words were a shriek. “You must touch me! You must FREE me!”

That was the very last thing Jol wanted to do. The demon woman had given him enough space to recover, but even she couldn’t fully quiet the tidal wave of psychomancy coursing through his mind. Jessamyn was stretching herself to her limit, using powers the likes of which hadn’t been seen in the Lyceum for decades, and the results were truly terrifying.

Somehow, Jol managed to get to his feet. Kishinori stood on the stage, placing the metal pieces into a more or less unintelligible order across the tabletop. Jessamyn watched blankly, her brow furrowed in concentration as she exercised her powers.

“What do you know?” the man chuckled. “Looks like someone’s actually going to learn something this evening.”

Jol swayed on his feet. In front of him, both Aeronwen and Godfrey struggled to rise. He wanted to bend down and help them up, but he knew that even leaning slightly would put him right back down on the ground again. If he fell, he’d likely never get back up.

“Let her go,” he managed to mutter. One hand nervelessly felt for the dagger in his boot. “You fiend…”

“This demonstration,” Kishinori said, for all the world as if he were addressing a sedate lecture hall rather than total chaos, “is intended to prove the primacy of time magic over all four of the basic elemental forces, along with all sixteen of the extended ones. Today, I will give the Lyceum the ultimate proof of my life’s work—whether they want to witness it or not. Assistant?”

Jessamyn made her way across the stage, her body moving like a puppet’s on a string. There was none of the seductive sway she normally put into her step when she was trying to attract male attention—she was as solid and stable as a statue. She paused before the conflagration of pieces, selected two seemingly at random, and held one in each of her hands.

“If the energy inside of the mechanism can be stored, it can also be unleashed,” Kishinori was explaining. “The key, of course, is time magic—the very same chronomancy that was used to give the heathen engine its enhanced properties. By charging up a powerful enough blast and releasing it, we can unlock what the heathen mages tried so hard to keep hidden…”

As the man spoke, the air around him shimmered. Whatever spell he was readying was one of terrifying power—so much so that Jol feared what might happen to the Lyceum if it was released.

This was his plan all along, Jol realized. It’s what I was afraid of happening with Envy. He got into the Lyceum, past the defenses, and now he’s got us all helpless. Thanks to Jessamyn…

He had to get Jessamyn free of Kishinori’s control. That was the only way they got out of this alive.

Slowly, haltingly, Jol managed to take a step forward. The first one was hard, and the second one was harder—but by the third, the momentum of his gait was beginning to carry him forward. He could do this. He would do this.

He would save the Lyceum.

“And so, what you’re preparing to receive is a live demonstration,” Kishinori cackled. “Through proper, judicious use of time magic, I’m preparing to generate a localized anomaly—a kind of time well, drawing all of the energy stored in the pieces of this engine back into the past. If I’m right, and time truly is master over the other elements, we’ll see something remarkable happen once I cast this spell!”

“Jessamyn!” Jol roared. He used all of his might to cry out, but the word was more feeble than he’d feared. “You have to fight this!”

Jessamyn wasn’t hearing him. She stared straight ahead, her eyelashes fluttering like someone deep in a dream. Tendrils of her power flowed throughout the room, pushing down any members of the Lyceum foolish enough to try and rise and fight back.

Instructor Hannon looked to be fighting the hardest of all. The middle-aged woman was on her knees, not just resisting the waves of psychosomatic power but actively casting spells against them. She caught Jol’s eye and yelled, a wordless cry of rebellion breaking from her lips.

Jol threw himself towards the stage.

“The broken pieces of a heathen siege engine—turned backwards like the hands on a clock!” Kishinori sounded positively triumphant, in marked contrast to everyone else in the lecture hall. “Restored to working order in the blink of an eye, proving my theories correct!” He glanced over at Jessamyn. “And proving that the counterarguments of a little bastard whore are nothing but the babbling of a child.”

“Jessamyn!” Jol’s voice broke; something was holding back him, and he was fighting through it as hard as he possibly could. “I’m here! You’re not alone any longer! You’re not a four-year old, finding out that you’re a bastard child! Just like I’m not that fifteen year old who ran away from home!”

“What is this pablum?” Kishinori chuckled.

Yet some of the color was coming back to Jessamyn Silverbrook’s cheeks. The woman’s eyelashes fluttered faster, as if something inside of her was fighting the mage’s control. The psychomancy in the room began to slip, causing people who’d been crying out in agony only moments before to slump bonelessly to the floor, crying with relief.

Instructor Hannon was up in an instant, lurching across the room in Jol’s direction. “Rivers!” she growled, staggering to his side and bracing herself against one of the seats in the front row. “We’re the only ones strong enough to stay standing in this onslaught. Help me push past the barrier on the stage. I’ll end this before it can get any worse!”

“Worse?” Kishinori laughed. “This isn’t going to get worse, you fools! This is going to be magnificent!”

“How do we get past the barrier?” Jol asked.

Instructor Hannon lifted her hands, more motes of frost surrounding her fingers. “I’ll freeze it,” she said, blinking rapidly as she tried to stay upright. “You get up there with that dagger you’ve got stashed in your boot and stab that bloody fool!”

Jol blinked. “How did you know about my daggers?”

She glanced over at him. “You think I’m an idiot, Rivers? I was wrong to misjudge you, but that doesn’t make me a fool.” A faint smile spread across her face. “Of course you’d come to this lecture armed!”

Kishinori was doing something up on stage. Titanic, colossal forces churned around his hands as he gathered his chronomancy, preparing to do something that could not be taken back. The broken chunks of the heathen engine, that infernal device, floated over the tabletop, beginning to sputter and spark.

“Now, Rivers!” Hannon snapped. “Go!”

Jol raced for the stage. His movements were less a sprint than the stagger of a drunken man. Even with Envy’s power bracing him, protecting him from the worst of Jessamyn’s power, the maelstrom of psychomancy all around him filled his mind with a constant, aching desire to lie down and scream until the world disappeared. He ignored it.

He ignored Aeronwen and Godfrey lying on the floor.

He ignored the students in the stands, fighting their own private battles against Jessamyn’s power.

The only thing that mattered was stopping the mage before he could do the unthinkable.

A bolt of frost struck the stage just as Jol reached it. The mist rose from the edge of the wood, coalescing in an attempt to stop what was coming, but Instructor Hannon’s power was too great. It pushed through, forming a bridge barely as wide as a man’s two feet put together through the barrier.

“Now!” Hannon cried. “Kill him!”

Jol lurched onto the stage, his dagger drawn. Kishinori was no longer looking at him—the man’s gaze stared off into the distance, as if he were looking not at the world but at some higher realm only he could see. A smile spread across his face, his chest filled with triumph.

Jol shoved Jessamyn out of the way. She lost her balance and fell backwards on her ass, and the pain of her fall must have shaken some of her stupor loose, because the wave of psychomancy in the room began to dissolve. In a few moments, the strongest of the Lyceum’s mages would be able to stand.

But all that was in the future, where no one could help him.

Jol grabbed Kishinori.

The man smiled. “Too late.”

He shouted a word.

And time stopped.
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Jol froze. And the world froze right along with him.

His dagger stopped inches from Kishinori’s heart, halted in the moment of the killing blow. Jol could see it, but he couldn’t move—his entire body floated in a soap bubble, outside of time and space. For a terrible, heart-wrenching moment, his body filled with a bone-deep panic at the idea that this might never end—that this might be the rest of his existence, frozen in a single moment he could neither resolve nor escape.

Hell.

Then something moved out of the corner of his eye.

His panic did not decrease. If anything, it got worse. For the thing he saw moving was one of the twisted pieces of the broken heathen engine.

It moved like a strip of sequential images being drawn in reverse, uncoiling and healing itself in the blink of an eye. Not that Jol could have blinked his eye in that timeless moment, but he dearly wished he could. More pieces moved, snapping together as the rust and decay fell away from them.

It was impossible to tell how long he and Kishinori remained frozen in that dread embrace. But by the time the soap bubble popped and time began to move at its proper speed once more, the broken shards the mage brought to his lecture were together once more. The finished device sat upon the table, right next to the lion’s head door knocker Jol had forged what felt like a lifetime ago. Whole and complete.

It was a terrible creation indeed. The engine of the heathens felt like something that had never been crafted by human hands—it had too many angles that stuck out in too many directions for the eye to easily discern. Just looking at it made Jol’s head ache and his palms sweat. It was roughly box-shaped, but other than that, he couldn’t have described it to someone looking to record a history of this night.

“Ha!” Kishinori’s fingers grabbed Jol’s wrist, halting his stab. “It’s working! My theory was right!”

All around the room, Jessamyn’s psychomancy was collapsing. Jessamyn was still on her ass on the floor of the stage. She clutched her head like she was fighting off the mother of all hangovers. Students and teachers were beginning to fight off the effects, and they were rising to their feet with groans or cries of alarm. Many were crawling or staggering to the stage, trying their best to join Instructor Hannon in her one-woman assault.

The engine began to roar. It glowed with an unearthly light, filling the room with a purplish glow. Jol realized with a start that he’d seen that glow once before. It surrounded an ingot he’d been working on in the forge while he spoke with Jessamyn Silverbrook…

“Exalted One!” Envy’s voice shook with fear. “You must flee!”

“Flee?” Jol was so shocked he forgot to pretend Envy didn’t exist. “I’m a little busy right now!”

“It’s too late!” Envy looked at the door of the lecture hall, her demonic face filled with horror. “It’s coming, Exalted One! It’s coming, and not even I can stop it…!”

Jol was about to ask her what the hell she was talking about. But then he felt it.

The whole earth shook, a tremor passing through the land. People who’d just managed to get to their feet staggered and fell over as the walls trembled. Something awful was happening; everyone seemed to realize it at once. Godfrey helped Aeronwen up, summoning his bow as Instructor Hannon used another blast of frost to open up more of the stage.

Kishinori’s triumph turned to confusion. “What?” the man bellowed. “What is this…?”

“You idiot!”

Both Jol and Kishinori turned. Jessamyn stood a short distance away, leaning heavily on the table where she’d been restrained earlier. Her face was filled with unalloyed disgust; the kind Jol prayed she’d never have reason to show to him. Right now, her rage was entirely for Kishinori.

“Your theory is crap,” she snapped, grimacing as she tried to shake off the effects of her own psychomancy. “It’s what I was going to tell you before you put me under, you fucking asshole. You’ve been tricked!”

“Tricked?” Kishinori laughed unconvincingly. “Who would have tricked me—?”

“The heathens,” Jessamyn spat. “The Scourge. Who else do you think would have interest in smuggling one of their bloody devices into the heart of the Lyceum?”

The gnarled engine Kishinori had brought back to life began to sputter. Black smoke poured from it, forming a circle in the air that began to glow. In the blink of an eye it was no longer smoke—it was a tear in the very fabric of the universe itself.

And on the other side of that tear, something beyond human imagining waited for them all.

Memories of ancient ruins murmured in the back of Jol’s mind. For an instant he was a young boy again, seeing a great stone door with the glyph of a red eye painted across it. He was hearing a voice so terrible that it would have driven a less naive man mad, whispering in those soul-shattering syllables…

“What do you lack?”

“It’s him,” Jol said, the memory coming to him at last. “God above, it’s him!”

Jessamyn looked at him in confusion. There was no time to explain—Jol wasn’t even sure that he could. How could he possibly tell these people what had happened to him when he was a boy? He’d barely believed it. Had spent so long suppressing it that he’d nearly managed to convince himself it had all been some crazy dream.

With a grunt, Jol tossed Kishinori to the side. “We have to close the portal!” he roared, gesturing at the infernal engine. “Now!”

“I warned you, Exalted One!” Envy materialized on the stage, visible to no one save for Jol himself. “It’s him! The Lord of Bitterness! He’s the one who marked you—the one who followed you here! This is a consummation devoutly wished!”

There was something vaguely familiar about the demon woman’s words. But Jol knew what would happen if that creature managed to crawl through the portal. Every single living person in the Lyceum would die—and probably every person in Keynes, as well. It would be a massacre. A genocide.

It would end the war in a single night.

“What if I touch you?” Jol roared. “Will that help?”

Both Jessamyn and Kishinori were staring at him like he’d lost his mind. Jol had no time to explain it to them—Jessamyn probably would never have believed it.

Envy was already shaking her head. “I can’t hold him back,” the demon said. “I… I don’t think there’s anything that can, Exalted One! Unless you break that engine, the Lord of Bitterness will be among you in a dozen heartbeats!”

Damn!

An arrow flew through the air to strike the machine. It hit the steel and popped with a sizzling sound, like a droplet of water tossed on a hot grill. Godfrey stood atop the chairs of the front row, his conjured bow in his hands, a look of rage in his eyes. He swore.

“Keep hitting it!” the white-haired man yelled. “Everyone give it all you’ve got!”

Aeronwen rose next to him, a wave of force rippling from her fingers. She hit the engine with a spell, and it popped like the first one, dissolving in the blink of an eye.

Behind her, the first row of students opened up fire. Jol saw Gwen chucking fireballs, Erika sending lightning flying from her fingers. David conjured the ground itself beneath the engine, trying to force the stage to rise up in a stalagmite that would rip the contraption in two. Junji cowered, his head in his hands.

“It’s not fucking working!” Instructor Hannon cried. “The thing’s not stopping!”

She was right. A dozen of the Lyceum’s best and brightest were pelting the heathen engine with spells, but the damn thing shrugged them off like they weren’t even there. Their failure to not just stop the engine but do any noticeable damage to the device filled Jol with frustration, verging on despair.

This couldn’t be how the world ended. Could it?

I never got to tell Jessamyn how Aeronwen and I feel about her, Jol thought, gritting his teeth. He’d be damned if he was going to let the opportunity for a red-hot threesome slip away like that. He wasn’t going to die today. Not while there was so much left to do.

But how could he stop that thing?

Jol couldn’t even look into the portal. The darkness beyond the circle was punctuated by a field of stars, but when Jol caught a glimpse of it from the corner of his eye, he thought that starry vista was beginning to transform into the image of a face. A face too terrible for human eyes to witness—one that would snap his sanity like an overtaxed bowstring, shredding it forever and ever.

How? What could he do?

“Exalted One,” Envy said, turning to him. “I am sorry. If you’d touched me when you had the chance, none of this would have happened!”

Damn it! Envy was going to spend their last few minutes on earth chastising him? Telling him ‘I told you so?’

No. He’d survived too much for this to be the end. He’d find away.

Break it down to first principles, he thought, his inner self cutting through the din. What would Jol of the Expeditionary Force do?

Something about the reminder of his boyhood service calmed him. He turned his attention away from the terrible face forming in that crack in reality and to the heathen engine. A very real creation of metal and steel, bound together by a lattice of different types of magic all held together with chronomancy.

Magic, he thought. Magic wasn’t doing a damn bit of good against this thing. They could toss all the elemental spells they wanted at this engine, and it merely sucked them down and smiled for more. Almost as if…

The hair stood up on the back of Jol’s neck. Almost as if it were programmed to absorb magic.

“Well,” Jol said, letting out a little laugh. “Look at that, Kishinori. It looks like you were half right, after all…”

The mage still lay on the floor of the stage, writhing helplessly across the boards. Jol went to the man and hauled him to his feet, ignoring the jeers of the members of the crowd who wanted nothing more than for him to shove his dagger hilt-deep in the fellow’s throat. That would only ensure their last few moments were filled with vengeance.

“You,” Jol grunted, his hand sliding across the table. He found what he was looking for—a familiar, heavy weight with a firm brow.

The lion’s head door knocker he’d forged a lifetime ago.

It looked brand new, as if it had been sent backwards in time. In a very real sense, it had. Kishinori’s chronomancy had restored the thing to the pristine condition it had been the first time it left Jol’s forge, what felt like a lifetime ago.

Which meant the enchantment inside was still intact.

The one that didn’t just reflect magic, but amplified it.

“W-what?” Kishinori gasped. The man flinched away, as if he expected the killing blow. “I was wrong! My theory, it was never the truth! Time isn’t overlord over the elements—it’s something completely different! Something we can’t possibly understand! Look…!”

Something they couldn’t possibly understand was about to come through the portal. When it did, Keynes would be in ruins. Jol wouldn’t let that happen.

“We have one chance,” he hissed in the man’s face. “One shot for you to save your skin, mage. You ready?”

Kishinori blinked. “I… what?”

He thrust the man towards the engine. “When I tell you,” Jol growled, “you cast another one of those time spells. Get it ready!”

An ill wind blew through the portal. Men and women were shoved backwards, and Godfrey’s latest arrow dissolved in mid-air as if plucked away by a pair of giant’s fingers. Jol could barely see, much less think, but he had to finish this.

Somewhere behind him, Jessamyn screamed. So did Envy.

“That… that’s crazy!” the mage screamed. “If we move it forward, we’ll be bringing the creature in that portal here faster—!”

“I didn’t ask you if it was crazy!” Jol howled, feeling like a madman himself. “I told you to do it! Now!”

Kishinori obeyed. The man summoned a bubble of time magic, aiming it directly at the machine. The moment stretched out, the darkness inside of the portal pushing against the rim like a finger poking through a thin piece of fabric. The Lord of Bitterness, Jol thought, shivering at that unfathomable title. He cannot come here!

“Now!” Jol roared.

And he tossed the lion’s head door knocker into the guts of the machine.

It landed between two of the gnarled branches that made up the machinery, lodging there tightly. By some miracle the knocker landed upright, its jeweled eyes flashing at Jol as the thing locked in place.

In that final moment, as the spell was released, Jol swore he saw the thing wink.

Everything exploded. Time froze, then moved again, like an entire river suddenly reversed in its course. The portal collapsed, the pieces of the heathen engine snapping apart like a child’s popsicle structure as it decayed in fast-forward. The enchantment within the lion’s head amplified the chronomancy, moving the engine backwards in time thousands of years in the blink of an eye.

It stayed as a comprehensible mass for a fraction of a second. Then the pieces of the engine turned to iron ore and coke, then to muddy clumps of earth. As the bubble of frozen time popped, the entire creation of the Scourge was brought back to the same elements it had been when the world was formed—carbon, iron, silica and oxygen.

Nothing special, in other words.

You could have heard a pin drop in the lecture hall. Jol still held Kishinori up, but the man fainted dead away, too overwhelmed by what he’d seen to remain conscious. Behind him, Jessamyn fell to her knees and started to cry.

“It’s gone!” Instructor Hannon cried. She’d been the strongest of them before; it was no great shock that she’d be the first to regain the ability to speak. “The engine—it’s been destroyed!”

A great cheer was raised by the students and faculty of the Lyceum. Everyone seemed vaguely surprised that they weren’t dead. Jol couldn’t exactly blame them; he was just as shocked as they were.

“He saved us!” someone else cried. “No one could touch that thing— then Jol destroyed it!”

Someone climbed onto the stage. It was Aeronwen.

There wasn’t a hint of self-consciousness left in Jol’s body as he pulled the beautiful instructor to himself and kissed her. Aeronwen was weeping openly, overwhelmed and shocked by the gauntlet of emotions she’d just been through. Her hands clutched Jol’s shoulders desperately, the way a shipwreck survivor clutches a piece of driftwood.

“You’re alive,” the Woman in Blue whispered. “I thought… my darling, I was so frightened…!”

He pulled her close and kissed her again, then held her tight. “I’m alright,” Jol said, trying to dismiss the awful thoughts of ancient tombs and bloody red eyes that coursed through his mind. The secrets he’d repressed were all rising to the surface now, and he was going to have to deal with them sooner or later.

But for right now, he had his woman. And that was all that mattered.

A cough made both Jol and Aeronwen turn. Standing before them, looking like she’d just escaped the mouth of hell itself, was Jessamyn Silverbrook.

“I… I heard you,” she whispered, looking at Jol with a kind of awe. “When that bastard had me in his power, I heard you calling to me. Telling me I wasn’t alone…”

Jol and Aeronwen shared a look. In her eyes, Jol realized he no longer needed to ask the mage instructor what she’d been discussing with the beautiful young psychomancer. He already knew.

And he approved.

“You’re not alone,” Aeronwen said. “Honey, you’ll never be alone again…”

And before the entire assembled Lyceum, without a hint of shame, the Lady Aeronwen and Jol Rivers pulled Jessamyn Silverbrook into their embrace and kissed her.

After which, she promptly passed out.


25

“We have Kishinori in a cell,” Dean Dirk explained. “Given the sensitive nature of recent events, he’s being housed outside of the Inner Island, in a small facility in Keynes proper. If I have my way, he won’t be leaving for a long, long time.”

Jol sat back in his chair, nursing his wounds. He’d broken no bones nor taken any injuries that required magical healing, which made him a great deal luckier than most of the Lyceum’s wounded, but the cuts, scrapes, and bruises he’d gotten in the lecture hall still stung like hell. They were reminders that what he’d been through was real and that the things he’d seen when he was a young man were every bit as real as that.

He was in the Dean’s office with Lady Aeronwen and Godfrey. Jessamyn Silverbrook was still in bed in a private room at the Lyceum’s hospital, recovering from her overexertion during the fight. Jol didn’t know much about psychomancy, but he knew the amount of power the young woman had channeled during the fight was anything other than natural. She was going to need time to heal, to come back to her senses and regain her faculties. Fortunately, she was in one of the best places on earth to do that.

“Do we know yet if Kishinori knew what he was doing?” Godfrey asked. “Was he a spy deliberately sent to destroy the Lyceum, or just an unwilling patsy?”

Dean Dirk looked like he’d given that question a great deal of thought over the last twelve hours. In his defense, so had the rest of the campus. Very few people had gone to their chambers after the incident at the lecture hall the previous night. There was no party atmosphere at the Lyceum, but everyone seemed to recognize that something important had changed about their institute of learning. That it was no longer a walled city, separate from the rest of the war and its consequences, but an essential part of that machine.

A part that could be attacked. And possibly broken.

“That’s the question, isn’t it?” Dean Dirk sighed the sigh of a man who’d slept less than three hours the previous night and rubbed his brow. “For what it’s worth, I think he’s telling the truth. We found the books and the scholarly pages the man cribbed from to formulate his theories, and we cross-referenced most of the scholars who supposedly wrote them. As it turns out, most of those people don’t exist.”

“Heathen plants,” Aeronwen said, nodding.

“That’s right.” Dean Dirk did not look pleased. “I won’t completely discount the possibility that Kishinori is some kind of cold-blooded assassin who’d meant to unleash a demon in our midst. But I think he’s just a fool. In a way, he’s almost as much of a victim as we are.”

“Give me five minutes alone in his cell,” Godfrey grunted. “I’ll get the truth out of him.”

“I’d rather give a psychomancer five minutes with him,” Dean Dirk said with a chuckle. “But seeing as my best one is laid up right now, I have to rely on the Empire’s. They’ll be in sometime soon to scan the man, see what they find. But I doubt he’s got any hidden motives.”

“Pardon me,” Aeronwen interrupted. “But that really makes it even worse, doesn’t it? That this wasn’t some planned act of malice—it was just the enemy taking advantage wherever the enemy can.”

Now it was Jol who was nodding. “We’ll have to be three times as vigilant for threats as we once were,” he said. “If a handful of those psychomancers could be dispatched to the Lyceum, as well, we might root out any potential threats—”

It was a suggestion Jol had heard on many lips before he finally went back to his quarters and pulled Aeronwen into bed with him. But Dean Dirk wouldn’t hear it.

“No,” the man grunted. “Absolutely not. Being vigilant is one thing—but the empire’s psychomancers are something else. They’d destroy morale, not to mention kick off a goddamn witch hunt, all for them to most likely find nothing when they’re done.” He shook his head. “No. I won’t subject our own students to that.”

Godfrey didn’t look particularly happy about that, but he didn’t argue. “Perhaps when Jessamyn is feeling better,” he suggested instead. “As a special project…”

Something inside of Dean Dirk bent. “Perhaps,” he said. “We’ll see. I’m more interested in what that thing was that tried to get into the room with all of us. I got a terrible feeling from that portal before Jol closed it.” He turned to Jol, eyeing the man up and down. “You say you saw that thing when you were a teenager, Rivers?”

Jol blanched. The cat was out of the bag now—he’d confessed everything to Aeronwen shortly after they left the lecture hall, and at her insistence they’d made a report to the Dean. God-in-flesh only knew who was aware of the Lord of Bitterness now, and Jol’s personal history with the beings known as the Seven.

Ancient demons, Jol thought. Creatures that forced the Creator himself to abandon the world he created. How terrible they must be…!

It all sounded like something out of a child’s fairy tale. And yet it was truer than true. It made Jol shiver.

“Yes, or something very like it,” Jol said, looking to the man’s right. “They’re real, Dean Dirk. The Seven are real. The Autarch…”

The Dean lifted a meaty paw. “Don’t speak that name here,” the man said coolly. “I know whom you’re talking about, Rivers. We all do. And I want you to do me a favor—don’t go blabbing that name around campus, either. You’re only likely to start a panic.”

Jol gave a start. “But we need to warn people,” he said.

“And we will,” the Dean insisted. “In good time.” He cleared his throat. “Before, I told you your main project was to understand your power. That’s over and done with. I don’t particularly care how your strange ability operates, Rivers—the important thing is that it does.”

Jol sat up straighter. So did Godfrey.

“I want the three of you,” the Dean said, “and Jessamyn, when she’s feeling better, to take on a new project. I want to know everything there is to know about… about those things. And what makes them tick.”

“Sir?” Aeronwen asked.

The Dean peered at her over his shaggy lenses. “One of those monsters nearly entered our Lyceum,” he said, as if it was the most heinous thing in the world. “It would have killed all of us—if we were lucky. More likely we’d have been turned into heathens ourselves and razed Keynes to the ground. We will not let that happen again.” He turned to Jol. “Rivers.”

“Yes?”

“Congratulations,” the Dean said with an ironic smile. “You’ve just been promoted. You’re the Lyceum’s first official demonologist.”

At the mention of the title, Jol was unable to keep his gaze from straying. At the edge of the Dean’s desk, the demon woman known as Envy crouched like a gargoyle, watching the whole proceeding with a smirk on her face.

“I guess I’d better be worried, Exalted One,” the creature chuckled. “You’re gonna hunt me down. Oh, but I guess you’d have to touch me first…”

Jol shot the demon a look. She fell silent.

Envy still hadn’t forgiven him for refusing to free her in the middle of the lecture hall. She was being weird about it, even weirder than usual for a demoness. She’d warned him that he needed to cooperate with her more, but he was worried. How could the resident demonologist consort with demons?

I’ll just have to court both, Jol thought. The Lyceum, and the demons. Like a man with two women…

The thought made him look over at Aeronwen. They had something to discuss on that score as well.

“There wouldn’t be much of a point in continuing your secret project,” the Dean explained. “Thanks to the lecture hall incident, everyone knows about your magic. But I still want you forging, you understand me? We’re going to need plenty of items like that lion’s head if we’re going to protect this place from those… those monsters.”

After everything he’d been through lately, a little forge time sounded like a bloody vacation. “I’d be glad to,” he said, meaning it.

“Good. Oh, and this is for you.”

The Dean opened a desk drawer and took out a sheet of weathered parchment. It contained many lines in a tiny script, thanking him for safeguarding the Lyceum against attack. As Jol read it, his eyes nearly bugged out of his head.

Every instructor at the Lyceum had signed this commendation. The largest signature was that of Instructor Hannon.

“I think she wants to apologize the next time she sees you,” the Dean said, tapping Hannon’s name. “Apparently she was rude to you or something? I’m not up on all the student gossip, but it seems like a little thing to me. But maybe it’s not so little to you…?”

He was saying, in other words, that he could make Hannon’s life hell if he wanted to. He thought about it, but then he remembered the way the instructor threw herself into danger during the fight in the lecture hall. Jol relaxed.

“It’s really nothing,” Jol said with a smirk. “I’ll be happy to accept her apology.”

That was that, then. The Dean wished them well, and Jol and his party left the building.

Outside, it was a slow morning. Classes had been canceled for the day, and so students were lounging, reading, and playing games. Nearly everyone Jol saw waved to him, and many people wanted to thank him for what he’d done. Several of the female students gave him looks that would have made Gwen look demure by comparison, and a few even made lewd promises of the sort Aeronwen only fulfilled when she had a little wine in her belly. The mage instructor looked suitably scandalized at that.

They’d made it back to their quarters and said their goodbyes to Godfrey when Jol turned to Aeronwen. “Look,” he began, knowing he needed to broach the topic directly. “About Jessamyn…”

Aeronwen shook her head. “You don’t need to say anything, Jol. Really.”

“Yes,” he insisted. “I do. What… what is she to us, Aeronwen? What are we now?”

The corner of the mage instructor’s lips curled in a smirk. “You know, it’s funny,” she said, not exactly answering the question. “The first time I saw you with Jessamyn, I felt so jealous. At first I was jealous towards you, because how dare you look at another woman when you had someone so devoted to you at home. But the more I got to know Miss Silverbrook, the more I realized I was wrong.

“You were?” Jol asked. “Hang on, could you say that again? It’s such a rarity to hear that from you…”

Aeronwen gave him a playful punch on the shoulder. “I’m jealous of her,” Aeronwen admitted. “Because she gets to see a side of you that I’ll never experience. And… and she gets to be supported by someone who understands, and who won’t judge her for this. Who won’t judge either of you.”

Jol nodded slowly. “So this isn’t just a fantasy any longer, is it?”

Aeronwen sighed. “I think… Honestly, Jol, I think I might like it to be a fantasy just a little while longer. For me, that is.”

Jol frowned. “I don’t understand.”

“A dalliance wouldn’t threaten our relationship,” she said. “What we have is solid—rock solid, so much so that I know I could throw you into a thousand of those establishments for men I joked with you about once and know that you’d still be mine on the other side. And I’m not blind. I see the way you and Jessamyn look at each other.” She nodded. “I want you to go for it.”

Jol was shocked. Not that she was giving him permission—he’d known in his heart that she would for some time now, and after what happened in the lecture hall, it was a virtual certainty. But for her to not want to join in…?

“Why?” he asked. “Why no threesomes? Are you…?”

“What?” Aeronwen asked.

There seemed to be no proper word for it. “Skittish?” was the best Jol could come up with.

Aeronwen laughed. “Let’s just say I’d like to stay an observer, and not a participant. For a short while, at least. But that may not last for long…”

Jol sensed it wouldn’t last long at all. The first time he got Aeronwen and Jessamyn in bed together, and they wouldn’t have their hands all over each other? It felt absurd. It sounded absurd.

It was absurd.

“Alright,” Jol said, giving the brunette a kiss. “How about I take you inside and show you just how special you are to me, darling? Then we’ll go visit Jessamyn and see how she’s doing?”

Aeronwen nodded. “That sounds wonderful. And afterwards, I’d like to sleep for a week if it’s alright with you.”

Both of them laughed at that. “It would be my pleasure,” Jol promised. “Come on, your highness. Let’s get you in bed…”

Together, Jol and his woman entered the apartments. The future was uncertain, even dangerous, but Jol knew that he had a rock-solid base of love and support to build his life on now. His position in Keynes was secure, he was the hero of the Lyceum, and he had the adoration of a beautiful woman.

And maybe, someday very soon, the love of two beautiful women.

Yes, Jol Rivers was a lucky man. Even the demon girl watching him and his beloved thought so.

Envy shook her head, her long, stringy hair waving all the way down to her hips.

“You fools,” she snickered, her voice filled with warmth. “You have no idea what you’ve gotten into, have you? Ah, it’s good that you have me to help you…”

And the demon girl began to climb the side of the building. It was going to be fun to watch the Exalted One and his girl for a while…


Epilogue

“He’s dead.”

The man in the black robe sat up straighter in his seat, doing a poor job of hiding his surprise. The bar was completely filled, and the noise of the patrons blocked out the words of the two people sitting in the shady corner booth in the back of the establishment. An expensive bottle of wine sat between them, undrunk, purchased merely to buy their space and their time away from the waitstaff.

“You’re certain?” the man in the black robe asked. “It’s already done?”

Sitting across from the man in the black robe was a beautiful woman. Many in the tavern that evening were distracted by her beauty, casting gazes at her from across the room in the middle of their drinking or their darts or their carousing. A few gave her a second glance—but none a third.

Those bold enough to look her in the face, rather than the bust or the hips, soon noticed the darkness of her eyes. No man dared approach her, and she would have laughed at any man foolish enough to try.

The man in the black robe was no fool. “This is already a precarious situation,” he grunted, placing one meaty paw on the table. “If this gets back to me somehow, there’s no power in the Second Empire that will protect me from the reprisals that are coming…”

“An accident,” the dark-eyed woman yawned, toying with her nails. “The most unfortunate of circumstances, really. An uncontained fire in three cells of the dungeon, probably caused by a prisoner trying to roll smuggled tobacco. Or at least that’s what the investigators will find once they canvas the place.”

The man in the black robe frowned. “Is there tobacco in the cells?”

The woman cocked an eyebrow. “What do you think?”

The man in the black robe sighed. He hated meeting in places like this. Even with a magical glamor over his face, the rest of his features were the same that were seen every day in the Inner Island, and they were distinctive enough that he might get spotted by someone who attended classes there. Crowds made him nervous; the woman sitting across from him made him nervous. Hells, everything made him nervous these days, including his own students.

Especially Jol Rivers.

That man was a problem! If he’d known the blacksmith was going to cause such a fuss, he’d have recalled the Lady Aeronwen before she could track down the maker of the armor that had saved Ser Jeroboam. Of course it didn’t help that the daft bint had fallen in love with the man. Extricating him from the campus system was going to be almost impossible now.

But not totally impossible. He knew that.

He knew that better than anyone.

A good thing that Rivers was sweet on the psychomancer. Yes, a very good thing indeed. Even if Lady Aeronwen was willing to accommodate that for now, there were ways he could drive wedges in between them. A love triangle was only as strong as its weakest side, after all—and after her tumble during Kishinori’s lecture, Jessamyn Silverbrook was very weak, indeed.

“So Kishinori is dead,” the man in the black cloak grunted. “You do realize that’s just going to make it look even more like he was hiding something, right?”

The dark-eyed woman shrugged. “So what? Who’s going to be able to do anything about it? You? It’ll be in the news for a week, then these kids will go on to something else. They’ll be onto the next drama. You know how it is.”

Yes. He knew how it was.

He should have just shut up and let the woman lead the conversation. That’s how most of these clandestine meetings had been going; all the ones they’d been having over the last two years, in public places like these. Somewhat paradoxically, a meeting in the back of a crowded bar was a great deal safer than some shadowy rendezvous in an abandoned building.

He hadn’t wanted to believe it, but hiding in plain sight worked. People rarely saw what they didn’t wish to see.

“I…” The man in the black cloak began.

The woman stopped filing her nails. “Yes?”

He cleared his throat. “Have you heard about the incident?”

The woman looked at him as if he were some new and previously undiscovered species of moron. “I have reports on your incident this thick,” she said, holding her thumb and index finger an inch apart. “So no, I didn’t see what happened with my own eyes. But I’d wager I understand it better than most of the people who were actually there.”

He shuddered. He couldn’t stop himself from shuddering. “When that portal opened,” Dean Dirk whispered, remembering the way he’d hidden backstage while the drama unfolded as planned, “I… I saw it, Amarissa. I saw it for the first time. And I’m pretty sure it saw me.”

“He, not it,” the beautiful woman corrected. “And it didn’t see you, Gee. It can’t see anything at all.”

So he’d been told.

But that was before he’d nearly come face to face with one of the Seven in the flesh.

Dean Garnet Dirk was many things. A turncoat, a heathen in disguise, a secret agent of the nameless group that women like Amarissa pledged their fealty to in the darkness. He’d performed rituals that most men would consider blasphemous, and he’d sacrificed things that no man ought to have to sacrifice in order to keep his status and his place. Only he knew the true reason why he would never have children or a loving wife.

And through all those years of service, he’d never feared. Never regretted it.

Not until that day in the lecture hall.

Amarissa’s eyes narrowed. “Don’t tell me you’re getting soft,” she hissed. “You know what happens to people who weaken, Gee. They have no place in the world that is coming.”

“They have no place in the world that is coming,” he repeated numbly.

“Good. I’m glad you remember.” Abruptly Amarissa rose from her seat, a wary look in her eyes. “A messenger will deliver you the news about the mage in the morning,” she said breezily. “Try to look surprised.”

The Dean of the Lyceum looked into the eyes of the woman and knew he was staring into nothing at all. Only a void danced behind those orbs—an expanse of black punctuated by an endless field of stars.

Stars that could form into a face.

“What about the psychomancer?” Dean Dirk asked. “Is she…?”

“Our plans are proceeding apace,” the woman said, as if the conversation already bored her. “No one noticed anything. Not even the man who’s preparing to become her lover has guessed what really lurks in Jessamyn Silverbrook’s heart.” She smirked, cruelty dancing in those wicked eyes. “After all, how can he? She doesn’t even see it herself.”

The Dean dismissed her with a curt gesture. She sashayed out of the crowded tavern, catching the gaze of several men too foolhardy to notice her eyes. She enjoyed teasing them, but it was the way a cat enjoys teasing a mouse before he eats it. The Dean shuddered.

He paid his tab quickly and stepped outside. A light rain was falling over Keynes, darkening the midnight sky. A few flickering torches burned in frescoes up and down the main thoroughfare. A cart with a single rider raced down the street, heading to God-in-flesh knew what destination.

Dean Garnet Dirk knew what his destination was. The destination that waited for all men.

But he didn’t intend to go there alone.

He walked a crooked path back to the Inner Island, intent on eluding pursuers. He’d never noticed a tail following him, but it was an old habit from his time in the Imperial Inquisition rooting out separatists and heretics. At the time, he’d never dreamed that he might become one of those heretics himself.

Perhaps it was that thought that led him down a different path that evening. As he neared the bridge leading to the Inner Island and the city within a city at the heart of the Imperial Capital, he turned and moved down a lesser-trod thoroughfare. No one who saw him would have accused him of dawdling; he looked like a man with a purpose, who knew exactly where he was headed.

The building was so unassuming that it seemed impossible it could exist in such an upscale section of the city. The man in the black cloak stepped to the door, knocked three times, then knocked twice more after a brief pause and whispered a few halting words in a language that hadn’t been spoken in Keynes in two centuries.

The door swung open.

Inside, the air was choked and salty. The room was little more than a storage shed with delusions of grandeur, but the interior was as nice as those who came here could make it. A pair of pews stood before a single small altar, with a statue in its center.

Dean Garnet Dirk stood before that statue and closed his eyes in prayer.

The man who stared down at him seemed too perfect to be mortal. His gaze was cruel, but not the cruelty of a wicked man—of a boy who tears the wings off of flies merely to hear them scream. His body was half-naked and muscular, stripped to the waist save for a black cloak lovingly rendered in marble. A mask covered the statue’s face, with a single logo carved into the front.

An unblinking eye.

Most imposing of all was the sword strapped to the man’s back. It was longer than he was tall, and though rendered in only stone, it seemed that blood dripped from its edges. For this was the sword Nightfly, which had pushed divinity out of the world and forced the Creator himself into a retreat.

And if the legends were true, something even worse than retreat.

The man in the black cloak moved forward and drew a black dagger from his cloak. Staring into the eyes of the statue, he kissed it, feeling the cold metal touch his lips.

“Hail the Autarch,” he whispered, hoping he looked bolder than he felt.

There would soon be work for him to do in the Autarch’s name.
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