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			One

			The warm winds of spring billowed in all the open windows of the fortress of Paranor, which sat atop a high plateau cradled by the rugged, tree-lined slopes of the Dragon’s Teeth Mountains. The past winter had been particularly cold and unforgiving, but the world was waking under the patient fingers of gentle sunshine. Something in the air seemed to shiver with pleasure and beckon—especially to the young man standing at a high window, staring down at the sanctuary his parents had helped carve from the rock. His name was Abronja Joss, and, at sixteen, the world was only just beginning to reveal its secrets to him.

			Down below, thousands of people moved through the morning in easy camaraderie. The market was already bustling, its colorful tents flapping in the breeze as good smells began to emanate from clay ovens. Within the wooden city that had sprung up amidst the heavier stone structure, artisans took their looms and beads and lumps of clay out onto their doorsteps to begin their work. Blades flashed in the sun as Humans and Trolls and Elves gathered in the training field and paired off to practice their sword work. All around Paranor, stationed along the ramparts of the massive citadel and hidden along various trails and roads, more seasoned warriors waited, ever on the lookout for the few remaining war parties that dared to approach. It had been years since any real challenge, but the stalwart Peacekeepers did not slacken in their commitment or training.

			Paranor was one of the safest places in the world, thanks to the hard work of all its people, finally brought together by Abronja’s father, Galaphile Joss, and his mother, Galaphile’s life partner, Nirianne. Once, the Four Lands had been locked in what seemed to be eternal enmity—the Humans, Elves, Dwarves, Trolls, and Gnomes fiercely separated and barely managing to eke out a life under the harsh conditions of a world spoiled by past wars. But here on the plateau, all the races lived and worked together in a carefully constructed city that stood as a sparkling example of what might be achieved if people ignored their prejudices and fears and came together in peace and harmony.

			Life in Paranor was so safe that it was almost…boring.

			To Abronja, at least. All his life, he had lived in a fortress that had rarely seen warfare. For all the terrifying stories he’d heard of the Spectre Telle, his father’s sworn enemy, and the cause of their last siege, neither hide nor hair of the dark mage had been seen in seventeen years. Galaphile often sent out new warriors with more experienced fighters to visit the Spectre Telle’s old stronghold at Skull Mountain, but it remained empty and silent. Word had spread to every city and town, with a reward to anyone reporting news of the Spectre Telle, his undead minions, or his enormous reptilian Skelter flying across the sky, but so far, these inquiries had failed to yield any real answers. The reward remained unclaimed.

			The Spectre Telle, for all intents and purposes, had disappeared.

			Not that Galaphile could ever truly relax. He was a present and loving father to Abronja and his little brother, Ional, of course, but it was obvious that Paranor was his life’s work, that he was driven by something few men possessed: a singular purpose that meant he had to be more, do more, dedicate his soul to something bigger than most would dare to dream. Many a night they would be enjoying a family meal, and a knock would sound on the door to their quarters: a messenger calling for Galaphile’s aid in dealing with some new issue or dispute. Galaphile was always sorry to go and promised to return shortly, but the family knew better. Nirianne would pack up his supper and ask her sons what they’d learned that day in order to get their attention elsewhere, and then dinner would go on as if Galaphile had never been there at all. Abronja was old enough to notice such things, and he tried very hard not to resent them.

			Now that he was sixteen, when such interruptions occurred, more often than not his mother rose and kissed his forehead and instructed him to get his younger sibling fed, cleaned, and into his bed so that she could join Galaphile and strategize with Krunce Torsh or see to some new maintenance issue Sanitov had discovered in the mountain depths of the structure. Nothing ever seemed to amount to much—a scuffle while training, a disease among the cows, a message from the king of the Elves—and Abronja wondered why his parents were so eager to abandon their progeny, but he was proud, at least, that they trusted him.

			Well, they trusted him enough to keep an eye on ten-year-old Ional, but they did not trust him enough to take him along on their adventures or to allow him to join one of the training parties on their sweeps to Skull Mountain, hunting for the Spectre Telle. And although Abronja was a responsible and talented student, Galaphile had insisted upon waiting until he was fourteen to teach him any magic.

			“That is when I began my own true education, after all,” Galaphile told him once. “I was on my own then, barely scraping out a living in a dust bowl of a town, when Starns found me. Magic is an enormous responsibility, and you will be better equipped to understand the power you wield when you have made great strides in all your other studies—in understanding languages and history and woodcraft and people. Quick thinking kept me alive long before magic ever did, and tracking and hunting are the more valuable daily concerns. Even diplomacy has benefited me more. Focus there, learn what you can, and the magic will follow.”

			At the time, Abronja had been furious as only a twelve-year-old boy could be. He’d hungered to learn magic ever since the day he first saw his father perform a spell, sending out a puff of air to save the life of a worker falling from a dangerously high wall. Abronja had done his best to lay out his reasoning, to argue, to explain—and then he had begged and cajoled—but it was all for naught. Galaphile had decided how he would go about educating his elder son, and he would not deviate from that plan.

			On Abronja’s fourteenth birthday, as promised, the lessons had finally begun. Little things at first, manipulating water and air and earth and fire. Until Abronja had mastered the elements, he would not move on to the next phase of his education, his father told him.

			Oh, but the joy Abronja felt the first time he accomplished a spell! Simply moving a small puddle of water around on a plate brought him happiness like nothing he had ever known. He was clever; everyone had always said so. And he was studious and tenacious and, he thought, wise for his years. But there had always been a question in everyone’s mind, wondering if he would follow in his father’s footsteps. Nirianne had no magic, after all, but she was blessed with an uncanny ability to sense the moods of others and a startling intelligence and will. Galaphile’s parents, so far as he could remember them, had possessed no magic. It was a rare and special ability. In fact, the only other magic users Abronja knew of were Chelm, who could scramble minds, and Ursule Raken, the seer. Although powerful in their own ways, these two mages each possessed a singular talent—and for Ursule, one that could never be fully controlled. There was always a chance that the children of Galaphile Joss might not inherit his abilities at all. And although Nirianne, in her warm and loving way, had assured Abronja that her love for him would never lessen, still the worry festered in his heart that he might not live up to the potential everyone expected in a child of the High Lord of Paranor.

			Fortunately, the magic had lain inside him, eagerly waiting to be awoken, and now he used it as often as he could, experimenting with what his father had taught him and also finding new ways to use and combine what he’d already learned. As he stood at the window, looking down at the busy roads of Paranor, feeling the spring sunshine on his freshly shaved face and smelling the flowers twining over the fences far below, he twirled his fingers, moving the air between his hands like a child might play with a ball.

			“Good morning, my darling Brona,” Nirianne said as she entered the room—a sort of den around which the rest of the family rooms clustered.

			“Good morning, beloved Mother.” Reaching out, Abronja used his magic to pluck a morning glory from its vine near the gardens below and float it up, up, up to the open window. It landed lightly in his hand, velvety purple and dappled with dew, and he turned to tuck it behind his mother’s ear. She had always seemed so tall and statuesque to him when he was a child, but now that he was on the cusp of adulthood, he was already taller than she was, and she seemed quite small and dainty. “Have you gotten shorter?”

			“No, but I do wonder if you haven’t used your magic to become a giant overnight.” Her eyes shone with love as she reached out to move the hair falling over his eyes. He hated it, but he let her. He’d fix it later. “Anything interesting happening in our fair city?”

			Nothing interesting ever happens here, he wanted to say, but he knew that would only earn him a lecture on how fortunate he was to live in a place without strife or hunger. And truly, he hadn’t seen anything new, just the same things he’d seen all his life. But now he looked down to where the plateau met the neatly planted fields of the surrounding farms and out into the forest beyond, where a flash of movement caught his eye.

			That was one thing he hadn’t told his parents—he could somehow see more and farther than anyone else, even Aelia Jovesin and her eagle-eyed Elf scouts. It was magic, he was certain, but he wasn’t sure how he accomplished it, so he kept it to himself. Abronja was well aware of the strange history of his birth and of his parents’ lasting fears around whether he might’ve somehow been tainted by the Spectre Telle when he’d been but a tiny flicker in Nirianne’s belly and the dark mage had kidnapped her. On the anniversary of his birth every year, Galaphile took Abronja’s hands and closed his eyes, delving into his son’s body with his mind, hunting for any wisp of dark magic, but of course it wasn’t there. Abronja would’ve known. Like his mother, he was sensitive, and he was always on alert. There was no darkness in him; of that much, he was sure. Still, he didn’t want to worry his parents just because he could see a little farther than everyone else. He did most things better than everyone else, after all.

			“I think I might see a herd of deer to the west, near the forest,” he said.

			His mother leaned out the window, squinting. “Really? Can you see so far? Or am I just getting older and losing my eyesight?”

			Abronja quickly self-corrected. “I suppose a smudge of brown can be anything. Hopeful thinking, I guess.”

			“I do miss venison.” Nirianne sighed. “We used to make a lovely venison stew, back when I lived with Grandfather Varisol at the Short Shot. The regulars clamored for it. But we are lucky our farmers have done so well with cattle and sheep and pigs and chickens here at Paranor. What a gift, to never go to bed hungry! There’s just something about game meat, though, isn’t there? It tastes wild and free.”

			At that, Abronja perked up. “Then let me go hunting down in the forest, Mother! I’m certain I can find a deer for you. And tomorrow, we will dine on venison, as you like.”

			Nirianne smiled and cupped his cheek. “As much as I would love that, you are needed here. I just came to tell you—your father and I must journey to Whip’s End to visit Varisol. We were going to wait until the new tavern here at Paranor was complete to go fetch your grandfather, but we just got word that he had a nasty fall and broke his leg. We’re going to see if we can convince him to make the move early. The journey will take at least a week, so you’ll need to stay here with your brother.”

			Abronja struggled not to show his frustration. “But he’s ten, and there are so many people in Paranor who can help keep an eye on him. This is the safest place in the Four Lands, and he is surrounded by friends and neighbors. I would be back in a day or two at most.”

			“Ah, but we both know how headstrong he is,” she said. “Ional is always his best self with you. You’re the only one he listens to. He idolizes you, you know—his big brother. Perhaps you can take him down to the training yard with Krunce and give him a practice sword. He has so much energy. Let him smack you a bit.”

			Abronja winced. “He hits hard.”

			Nirianne rubbed his shoulder. “Then you’ll remember to keep your shield up, won’t you?”

			Abronja knew that it was not worth arguing. No one ever won an argument with Nirianne, not even Galaphile. The only consolation—which was also a frustration—was that his mother was generally right about everything.

			“You can eat with the soldiers or get food in the market,” Nirianne reminded him, as if he didn’t know. “Even sweet rolls—although not too many for your brother.”

			Given Galaphile’s position as High Lord, his family never had to go far to find delicious food. Paranor was mostly run on barter, along with coins from their own small mint, but no one could be convinced to accept money from anyone in the Joss family. The entire populace knew how much Galaphile and Nirianne had sacrificed to create this haven, and there was no amount of fresh bread or beef jerky that would ever equal what was owed them.

			In turn, Galaphile had taught his sons to never take advantage of this gift, and to always be grateful and help out in any way possible. Being part of this family was an important responsibility, and Abronja knew that any malfeasance would make its way back to his parents posthaste. Which was fine; he liked being good, and being seen as good. He had no interest whatsoever in mischief. It helped that most of his friends were adults—although he often wished there were other young people like him, people who might understand him. Perhaps, if he were ever allowed to leave Paranor, he might find them.

			Nirianne kissed his cheek and left to prepare for the journey, and Abronja stared longingly out the window at the herd of deer only he could see, grazing placidly just beyond the shadows of the forest.

			That was when the idea hit him—a way to surprise his mother with her favorite stew and also train Ional while divesting the younger boy of his ever-present energy.

			He would take his brother on his very first hunting trip.

		

	
		
			Two

			“Should we invite Jirrix?” Ional asked, bouncing around as Abronja stuffed his bag with supplies. Jirrix, at twenty-eight, was the youngest of the Westland Elven Hunters who’d settled at Paranor back when the treaty was first struck with the king and queen of the Elves. He was one of Abronja’s closest friends and possibly the person Ional looked up to the most, after his brother and father.

			“No, it’ll just be the two of us. We’re going to surprise Mother. Did you know I went on my first hunt when I was about your age?” Abronja smiled to himself, remembering. “It was Jirrix and me, of course, plus Ratcher and a group of trainees. Mostly Rock Trolls, but a few Humans and Dwarves besides. All told, a dozen of us.”

			“Did Father go?”

			Abronja nodded. “He and Mother both. This was back before there were quite so many farmers in the valley, and meat was harder to come by.”

			Their packs were full now, containing all the supplies the two hunters might need for several days in the forest just outside Paranor. Food, water skins, blankets, warm cloaks, knives, arrows, and throwing stars. Galaphile had taught Abronja how to pack for travel, and now, Abronja realized, it was up to him to teach Ional.

			“Do we have all the supplies we need?” He gestured Ional over. “Why don’t you pull everything out and make sure.”

			Ional sighed. He hated sitting still—hated anything that didn’t involve movement. He was curious but grew troublesome when forced to sit at a desk too long. Turning the pack upside down, he set to repacking everything as quickly as possible so they could begin their trip. Abronja had always been more patient, and he explained the purpose of everything in the pack as Ional muttered, “I know. I know, Brona! Can we go now?”

			Abronja was careful to give his parents plenty of time to saddle their horses and head for the drawbridge at the north gate that offered the quickest path to Whip’s End. He knew that if his plan was discovered, it would quickly be put to rest. It was just after noon now, and Galaphile and Nirianne had to be well on their way. He had dawdled long enough; it was time to set out. Abronja left a note on the family table, explaining exactly where they’d be. Ional was beyond excited, asking a torrent of questions that Abronja did his best to answer. He liked his little brother, but he looked forward to the part of the hunt where one was required to be as quiet as possible.

			The brothers were picking up sandwiches in the market when a familiar shape appeared: Krunce Torsh.

			“Will you be training with us today?” the rugged Rock Troll asked. Although Krunce was one of the tallest and strongest warriors Abronja had ever met, he was always friendly and kind.

			Many people throughout the Four Lands thought Trolls were fearsome monsters, but Krunce was one of Abronja’s favorite teachers. Still, he didn’t want to reveal his plans. Krunce might suggest that some of his younger warriors accompany the brothers, both for their own education and the boys’ added safety, but Abronja wanted to do this on his own. He felt certain both of his parents would be impressed with him and that Galaphile might possibly agree to more advanced magical training once Abronja had proven himself.

			“Not today,” he told Krunce. “We’re going to practice scaling the slopes.”

			“But I thought—” Ional started.

			“And I’ll be introducing Ional to the cats.”

			That made Ional’s flapping mouth snap shut. He had always begged to meet the big mountain cats charged by the King of the Silver River to protect and watch over Galaphile and Nirianne and their family, as well as Paranor as a whole.

			“Then I wish you well.” Krunce laid a heavy hand on Abronja’s shoulder, and the boy was fairly certain his boots sunk an inch into the dirt. “You know where to find us.”

			Krunce melted into the crowd, munching on a pastry, and Ional said, “Do I really get to meet the cats?”

			“Probably. We can’t control them, but it is likely at least one will appear when we are beyond the wall.” Abronja had first met the cats when he was just a little younger than Ional. He had been mesmerized by the enormous beasts, and the one that first approached him had licked a stiff cowlick into his hair as if he were one of her kittens. Galaphile and Nirianne had thus far kept Ional within the fortress walls, in part due to his chaotic energy and impulsivity, but Abronja spent more time with him than his parents did, and he knew that the baby of the family was gaining in maturity faster than his doting mother wanted to admit.

			They were almost to the wall when a voice called out, stopping Abronja in his tracks.

			“Abronja Joss! Heed my call!”

			Turning, he found Ursule Raken hurrying toward him, although her version of hurrying was barely worthy of the word. No one truly knew her age, but the gentle, quiet seer with the chalk-white skin and hair moved as if she were underwater most of the time. Ional shifted to stand slightly behind Abronja; the younger boy found Ursule strange, as did many people who did not know her. Abronja had decided that this was simply the fate of those who could see into the future: As most people feared the future, they also feared its messenger.

			“Good morning, Ursule,” he said warmly, hoping to set a good example for his brother. Abronja had never feared Ursule and had always found her to be wise and amiable.

			“You are going on a journey,” she said, getting straight to the point.

			“A small one,” he agreed. “But it seems that you already know that.”

			She nodded. “I have seen it, yes. The visions are murky, but the one thing of which I am certain is that this journey will herald a change.”

			“Yes, that is exactly why we are going.” Abronja looked to the wall, then back at his brother. “It will be Ional’s first hunt.” He also hoped that it would change how his parents saw him, as a man instead of a child, but that was not something a man would say.

			“Ursule, will I bring Mother a fine deer?” Ional asked, stepping forward shyly.

			Ursule focused on the boy with a soft smile. “The future is a strange thing, young Ional. I do not choose what I see, and although sometimes my visions are clear and firm, other times I am left to interpret misty images and wispy scraps unmoored in time and space. I see Nirianne wearing a deerskin cloak, but her back is turned toward me. I see Abronja at the head of a grand table, and cups raised as all speak the name of Ional. All I can tell you is that there is a dividing line between now and what will happen after, and I would urge you to be cautious. If you do not pass beyond the wall, little will change—and sometimes, that is a good thing.”

			“But the visions of which you speak confirm that our journey will be successful,” Abronja argued. He had always wished to be invited into the meeting room where Galaphile and his advisers sat at a long table gifted to them by the queen of the Elves.

			“Success, too, is a strange thing. It changes people. And not always for the better.” Ursule’s cold hand landed on his wrist. “You will do great things, Abronja, but only you can decide what they will be. A life of peace and tranquility should be anyone’s goal.”

			Abronja’s brows drew down. “I have always known I was meant to do great things. I am the son of the High Lord of Paranor. My destiny will do honor to my parents and their dream of peace.”

			She stared at him unblinking. “Peace is a choice, young Abronja.”

			“I am not so young as that, but I thank you for sharing your visions. Be assured we will take great care.” It was the most polite thing he could say in the moment. He did not appreciate Ursule suggesting he sit back and let other people do the work and claim the glory.

			Abronja wanted a place at the table.

			Ional wanted to be toasted as a man.

			Both brothers looked forward to seeing Nirianne’s face when she returned from her trip to find a fresh pot of stew and a soft new deerskin cloak being tanned.

			“Fare thee well, then, sons of Joss,” Ursule said with an odd sort of formality.

			The brothers waved goodbye and passed through the west gate and beyond the wall, nodding to the sentries as Ional took his first steps out into the broader world.

			“It’s so big!” he exclaimed. “And bright. And the slope is so much steeper than it looks.”

			Abronja showed him a trail long worn into the stone. “This is the way Father first reached the summit. Clambering and climbing and crawling. He told me that if he’d just gone around a bit more, there was a perfectly good road, smooth and wide enough for a wagon.”

			“Then why don’t we take the road?” Ional asked.

			As if on cue, a large shape seemed to detach from the shadows, and an enormous black mountain cat approached the brothers. Recognizing her, Abronja smiled.

			“Ional, meet Zephyr. She is one of Mother’s favorites.”

			The cat nuzzled Abronja affectionately and sniffed Ional, whose eyes flew wide as he went still. Her gentle, huffing breath blew back his hair, and then she gave a soft cough of acceptance and rubbed her nose against him. Ional laughed and asked, “Can I pet her?”

			“Yes, but only when she’s in the mood, and usually when greeting her or saying goodbye. They are not playthings,” Abronja warned. “The cats have a solemn duty to protect us, and most of the time, they consider themselves to be at work.”

			Ional reached out in wonder to touch the cat, who almost seemed to smile as she leaned into his hand. Just last year, Zephyr had brought her new kittens out to meet Nirianne, and since then the cat had been quite busy raising her young, so it was a welcome surprise to see her. After a few moments of indulgence, she nodded once and stepped away from Ional, scanning the slopes below and beginning her descent. Abronja followed her, with Ional behind him.

			Although Ursule’s appearance had shaken him, Abronja now felt that this mission was sure to be a positive thing. If the mountain cats appeared, it was practically a blessing from the King of the Silver River. Abronja had considered whether they might turn back if the cats had remained hidden, but seeing Zephyr gave him new confidence. He himself was a skilled hunter and tracker and a burgeoning magic user, and young Ional had a good eye and a steady arm and was especially canny with a bow. Along with a hunting cat, they were a competent bunch, and they would not stray too far from the strong walls of the fortress. Even the valley was a safer place these days, neatly laid out with the farms that supplied livestock and food for the citadel. Only the forest beyond was still wild—though every year, Paranor claimed more trees and land as its population swelled.

			As they navigated the treacherous slope, Abronja taught his little brother all that he knew about the nature of the area surrounding their home. He showed him how to walk silently, what signs might show that game was near, and how to tell the direction of the wind. Abronja had begun learning these things from a young age, but as Paranor had grown, so had his parents’ responsibilities. Galaphile was often traveling to meet with the king and queen of the Elves or the Maturen of the Trolls, and he had made great headway recently with the Gnomes. Nirianne often went with him or on her own missions to Whip’s End to see Grandfather Varisol. Although everyone doted on Ional and he was clearly the baby of the family and much beloved, he had not heard the same histories as his older brother, nor had he been as involved in the workings of daily life around the fortress. Nirianne seemed especially protective of him, and although she and Galaphile would’ve welcomed more children, they had not been so blessed.

			Thus much of Ional’s raising had fallen to Abronja, although the lad sometimes went to the rudimentary school that had recently sprung up within Paranor. Theirs was a young city with a peculiar citizenry, and even if the races had learned to live together companionably, they often argued over what to teach their young. Paranor had been in existence for just a year longer than Abronja, so there were few people of his age and many more ten or under, like Ional. The younger Joss brother loved nothing more than to run wild with other boys his age, kicking a ball or rolling a hoop with a stick or dueling with wooden swords. But in Abronja’s opinion, it was time for the boy to level up his maturity and take on a more determined role in the household.

			Hopefully, this hunting trip would help him make that leap.

			Ional was endlessly curious, and Abronja did his best to answer all the boy’s questions. Over the course of several hours, the mountain cat led them down the slope, picking the safest path and carefully scanning the area for any threats as they reached flat ground. At ease now, they passed the various farms, walking past long rows of growing green things nestled in freshly tilled black soil and patting the curious noses of sheep and cattle pressed against fences so new they still bled sap. As the afternoon sun warmed their faces, they neared the forest that stood between the valley and the imposing peaks of the Dragon’s Teeth Mountains.

			Abronja was telling Ional about the Great Siege of Paranor by the Spectre Telle when Zephyr went still and crouched. Throwing his arm across his brother’s chest, Abronja held a finger to his lips, grateful that, for once, Ional went silent. Zephyr looked back at them over her shoulder, then glanced meaningfully toward the tall, old trees.

			There!

			Abronja nudged Ional and pointed to the herd of deer grazing under the shadow of the canopy. They were careful to stay in the dappled shade, which helped to hide their brownish-gray, white-spotted bodies. There were at least two dozen, including an enormous stag and several younger males, and a few of the does had tiny, speckled fawns at their sides.

			Ional reached for his bow, but Abronja shook his head. They were too far away, still, to aim effectively, and Galaphile and Ratcher had both taught him never to take a shot unless it was certain. A badly aimed arrow might frighten away the herd or injure a deer instead of killing it, and that was unnecessary cruelty—especially in a world where a successful hunt was no longer a matter of life and death. The deer had not sighted them yet, and a little farther along, Abronja could see a small copse, the perfect spot to stop and ready their bows.

			Zephyr melted into the shadows again as Abronja led Ional forward on silent feet. For all that Ional was quite noisy at home, always clattering around and singing to himself, he seemed to have an innate understanding of how to move in the wild. Abronja had never witnessed the boy creeping about so quietly or with such clear intent. Ional had spent hundreds, maybe thousands, of hours shooting at various targets with his bow, but he had never yet aimed at a living creature. That was about to change.

			They reached the copse, and Abronja set down his pack and gestured for his little brother to do the same. Silently, calmly, Abronja prepared his bow and quiver, and Ional followed suit. The boy nocked his arrow, but Abronja shook his head and leaned in close.

			“Remember, you must hit the heart or the lungs, or both,” Abronja whispered. “Wait until the deer’s side is facing you. Aim for the area right behind the front leg, where it meets the body.” He touched his own body in that place, then his brother’s.

			“I know—”

			Abronja silenced Ional’s fierce whisper with a shake of his head. “Do not shoot when the deer faces directly toward you or away from you. Do not shoot if the angle is wrong. Aim for the side of the deer, when she’s perfectly in silhouette. Be patient and wait until you have the shot lined up exactly. Do you understand?”

			Ional nodded.

			“We will each select a target. We will only get one shot before they scatter. I will aim for the smallest stag. Choose a doe that has no fawn by her side or in her belly. I would suggest that one.” Abronja pointed at a doe grazing peacefully at just the right angle. “I will count to three, and then you can release your arrow. Yes?”

			“Yes.”

			It was good that Ional understood that now was not a time for chatter. Slowly and with infinite care, Abronja nocked his arrow and pulled back the bowstring. At his side, Ional echoed the movement, focusing on his doe.

			“One,” Abronja calmly whispered. “Two. Three.”

			As he said three, he released his arrow with a satisfying thwip. Ional did the same, and the deer scattered in terror as the stag fell. Abronja watched Ional’s doe. The arrow had struck her in the correct area, but she was still standing.

			She took one step, then another, then sunk to the ground.

			“Is that it?” Ional asked. “Did I get her?”

			Abronja clapped his brother on the back, laughing. “So you did. Ional Joss, you are now a man.”

		

	
		
			Three

			As the brothers shouldered their packs and jogged toward their quarry, Zephyr reappeared to follow at a respectful distance. Both Abronja’s stag and Ional’s doe lay still.

			“What now?” Ional asked.

			“Now we make camp for the night, and then I teach you how to dress a deer,” Abronja said, nearly as giddy as his little brother. “We’ll take back the meat and skins, but I don’t really want to carry that entire beast back up the mountain, do you?”

			Ional laughed, pleased with his success. “Not particularly.”

			With the rest of the deer herd having fled and Zephyr keeping watch, the brothers went to work. Unlike Abronja, Ional had been raised on farmed meat and had thus not been exposed to the messier side of hunting. He proved an attentive student, and soon they had two skins and a neat pile of venison. They offered the rest of the deer to Zephyr, and she daintily picked at what was left. Two more mountain cats emerged from the shadows to join her—her kits from last year, now grown into rangy males. Abronja still didn’t know how such large creatures traveled so silently and without being seen and often wondered if they had magical powers of their own, but he appreciated their presence. All the while, he kept an eye out for any trouble. Paranor was a peaceful place now, it was true, and raiding parties had long ago learned to give it a wide berth. There were sentries placed throughout the forest and along the slopes leading to the fortress, but Abronja was not certain exactly where. Perhaps this place felt wild, but it was as tame as a land without walls could be.

			As the brothers gathered firewood, Ional asked, “Brona, when did you begin to learn magic?”

			Abronja had a lot of thoughts on this topic and was aware that his parents were in disagreement, but he also did not like to lie. “Father began my instruction at fourteen, which is the age when he met his first teacher. I started asking when I was much younger, though.”

			Ional huffed a sigh. “I have asked, but Father told me much the same thing.” He looked up, mischief sparking in his eyes. “Will you teach me something, then? Anything? I can feel the magic in me, wanting to be used. It makes me feel like bees are buzzing in my heart and I might explode if they can’t get out.”

			Abronja went to the space he’d cleared for the fire and arranged the kindling in the center of the ring of stones they’d already placed. “I wish I could, but I cannot defy Father in this. He has reasons for everything he does, even if he does not explain them. He’s one of the wisest and most powerful people in the entire world, you know.”

			“I know! But just teach me something small. Please? It could be our secret, Brona.”

			Staring at the pile of tinder, Abronja performed the spell that produced a spark of flame. It caught, searing the pile of dry grasses. It was exactly the kind of spell he might teach Ional, quick and easy.

			And yet—

			The thought of upsetting Galaphile was one thing, but disappointing Nirianne?

			No, he could not live with that.

			He would not be dishonest with his mother.

			Not only because then he knew he would feel the lie twisting in his stomach like a serpent, but because she just had this way of knowing things. In all his years, he had decided it was easier to never lie than to try to keep a secret from his canny parents. It simply was not worth the trouble.

			“Sorry, Io. Part of being a Joss is trusting that our parents know best. You only have a few years left until you’re fourteen. Enjoy them.” He raised an eyebrow. “Do you really want more lessons?”

			Ional made a face. “No. School is enough. But learning magic will be fun.”

			“It is hard work,” Abronja corrected. “Tiring for the body and the mind. It often leaves me with a headache. If Father seems to perform magic effortlessly, it is only because he has worked so hard to build his skills.” He reached over and squeezed his brother’s arm. “Like strengthening your muscles. Now, help me build up this fire.”

			Ional went quiet as the flames grew, and Abronja showed him how to slide lumps of meat onto peeled sticks and place them just so to roast. Nirianne’s favorite stew was delicious, but there was something so appealing about fresh meat roasted under the open sky, especially after a successful hunt. Ional kept track of which meat came from which deer and was adamant that he taste his own trophy first, burning his fingers as he nibbled the succulent venison.

			“Tell me more about your first hunt,” Ional said later as they prepared their bedrolls by the dying fire.

			The stars twinkled overhead, and nearby, Zephyr dozed with her kittens, who were now larger than she. It was cozy, and Abronja was full of good food and satisfied with the outing.

			He rolled over to his side and smiled. “I was around your age, maybe a little younger. The valley was a wilder place then. Paranor was still being tested by raiding parties and petty warlords. It was foolish of them to try, and Father often had to teach someone a lesson. Krunce and Jirrix and Ratcher were there, like I told you, plus perhaps another dozen young warriors. And Mother, of course. She is an excellent shot and as fierce as the day is long.”

			“She’s fierce in an argument, but with a weapon, too?” Ional asked, doubtful.

			Abronja nodded. “Oh, yes. The stories she can tell of the Great Siege would rattle you. And before that, they were attacked by raiders on their way to parlay with the Maturen of the Rock Trolls, and she killed eight men all by herself!”

			Ional shook his head. “Our mother? I cannot believe it.”

			“Then you haven’t been paying attention. She is a Joss, and no Joss is a coward. In any case, we were a large hunting party, which can make it harder to find game. The deer were also more skittish back then, as the hunters of Paranor often descended to feed the many souls within the walls. We found only small things on our first day—partridges and rabbits—and I didn’t bag anything, for all my trying. But I was determined to bring Mother some meat.”

			“Did you get anything?” Ional pressed.

			“Patience!” Abronja laughed. “I’m telling a story here! Anyway, that night, everyone went to sleep, although we had sentries keeping watch. I woke up some time after midnight, and the sentry, a young Elf, had fallen asleep. I heard noises in the forest, so I took my knife and bow and throwing stars and crept through the shadows. And then can you guess what I saw?”

			Ional’s eyes were wide and bright in the light of the fire. “A deer?”

			“A boar! Snuffling through the underbrush.” Abronja did his best imitation of a wild boar, snorting until Ional laughed. “I took aim—and my arms were shaking, I remember that much, because wild hogs are angry things. I knew that if I missed the mark, I would be in terrible danger. I can still see the moonlight on its wiry black hide, the dirt speckling its tusks. So I lined up my shot, and—”

			“Well?”

			Abronja let the moment draw out, enjoying the eagerness in Ional’s eyes. “I shot it right in the heart. It fell without another breath. The hardest part was dragging it back to the fire. It weighed as much as I did! Mother heard the noise and woke up. Nearly scared her to death, seeing a boar by the fire, but she hugged me and kissed my head and congratulated me. And then gave the sentry an earful for falling asleep and letting her boy run off. Best breakfast of my life.”

			“Even better than sweet rolls?”

			Abronja looked off into the forest, smiling. “Hearing Father compliment the meat you’ve collected yourself is better than any sweet roll. But let it be known that it did not go unnoticed that I had broken a rule, going off by myself. There was celebration, but there was also punishment. I had to clean out the chicken coops when we got home. All of the chicken coops. I stank for a week!”

			But Ional didn’t laugh. He glanced to where the three mountain cats snored gently in a comfortable pile. “Why did the cats let you go? Were they not with you then?”

			A shrug. “They are to be our protectors and guides, not our nursemaids. Perhaps a cat followed me and, seeing no danger, chose not to reveal itself. Maybe they know something we don’t. In any case, I did wonder that myself, but no harm came to me.” He softly punched his brother on the arm. “I was not as lucky as you, hitting my first target with my first arrow.”

			“It was not luck,” Ional said indignantly.

			“Good point,” Abronja graciously conceded. “I guess I was not as skilled as you are. I’ll take first watch and wake you when it’s your turn.”

			

			—

			Ional nestled down to sleep, which came slowly because his brother’s words rankled. Sure, Abronja had proclaimed him a man after he made his first kill, but now he was patronizing him like a child. Abronja was proud and haughty and usually thought himself better than anyone else, and here he was, doing it again, treating Ional’s triumph like a mere whim of the fates. Ional spent hours every day training with Krunce and his soldiers, practicing his aim with all his weapons, and stalking his friends in games of hide-and-seek. But because no one had yet given him a chance to use his skills for an actual hunt, it was all relegated to the realm of child’s play and good fortune.

			That was the trouble with being the youngest—no one took him seriously.

			Sleep eventually found him, but when Abronja woke him some time later for his watch, the resentment was still strong. He sat up and waited until his older brother was deeply dreaming. Utterly silent, Ional stood and gathered up his weapons. He cast a wary eye at the sleeping cats and noted Zephyr watching him guardedly. When he walked into the forest, she did not follow.

			Abronja thought Ional’s first kill had been pure luck.

			Ional would prove him wrong.

		

	
		
			Four

			Galaphile Joss gazed into the crackling fire, satisfied. For the first time in a long time, he was saddle sore, but it felt good, being out in the world with his Nirianne. They had begun their strange courtship like this, traveling together, and although things had not gone to plan, here they were. Paranor was built, the Four Lands were at peace, his sons were growing into fine men, and he got to spend most of his days with the love of his life. But for the shadow of the Spectre Telle, he might think that everything was perfect.

			His life had not begun as such.

			Galaphile had spent much of his childhood alone after his parents perished of sage fever. When forced to choose between an Elvish orphanage or a life of his own making, he struck out into the wider world and learned how stark and cruel it could truly be. Then a man named Starns had taken Galaphile under his wing, taught him magic, and showed him how people might be brought together for a common cause. After the death of Starns and Galaphile’s first love, Mayele, in a terrible raid, Galaphile had sought Cogline the mage to strengthen his magic skills. Cogline had led him to Whip’s End and the Dwarf tavern owner Varisol, and thence to Varisol’s adopted daughter Nirianne. And Nirianne had journeyed with Galaphile into the Misty Marshes, where the King of the Silver River pulled him into a place beyond space and time and offered Galaphile his destiny: to build Paranor and bring peace to the Four Lands.

			All those years of strife and study had kept Galaphile busy. He had quickly come to understand that his life would be one of sacrifice for a greater good. Thank the heavens for Nirianne, who was the calm in the eye of his storm. Her intelligence, tenacity, steadiness, and good humor made all his work possible. Together, they had created a haven and a family, and they both worked diligently to serve as parents, friends, and leaders. The work, it seemed, was endless. Galaphile always thought that once his current task was complete, things might get easier.

			But they never did.

			Still, he was an Elf, and his life would be long, and he accepted that the workload would not lessen. Living to see the peace wrought by his toil made all his hard work feel worthwhile.

			And yet…traveling alone with Nirianne, riding side by side with his love as they had on this beautiful spring day, talking of everything and nothing—it was a profound relief and a great joy. It made Galaphile feel almost young again. He looked much the same as he had the day they’d met—seventeen years ago for him, twenty-two for her, thanks to the time he’d spent in the Gardens of Life. But Nirianne had aged as Humans did, her laughter lining her face and crinkling merrily around her eyes. She remained unspeakably beautiful to Galaphile, and the white threading her reddish-blond hair shone like jewels in the fire’s light.

			“I miss this,” he told her as they lounged beside the fire, the shadow of Paranor rising on the horizon. “It’s been so long since you and I had any time alone.”

			“Well, I could’ve been perfectly happy with a simple life at the tavern, but you wanted to unite all the peoples in a land of peace.” Nirianne sighed dramatically. “For some reason.”

			That made Galaphile laugh. “Oh, as if you could ever be content with such a placid destiny! When I showed up in Whip’s End, you were desperate for adventure.”

			“It’s true,” she agreed. She still enjoyed teasing him, after all these years. “I once thought building a city might be more like running a tavern. With time, once set up properly with the correct people in the right positions, such a place becomes a well-oiled machine. But the more settled Paranor becomes, the more work it seems to create. I really do hope we can convince Varisol to retire with us. He’s getting up there in years, and I worry for him. If there was some accident or illness—something worse than a broken leg—it’s unlikely we would know in time to say our goodbyes.”

			“It would be nice to have everyone in one place. Perhaps with all your boys nearby, you could relax, my love.” He shrugged good-naturedly. “At least a little.”

			Nirianne clasped her hands over her chest, her eyes misty. “Ever since our sons were born, it feels as if my heart is walking around outside my body. I love them so much that my chest hurts every time I leave them. With the boys in Paranor and my father in Whip’s End, I feel as if I’m caught in a rack, a rope around each wrist, pulling me apart.” She reached over to grasp his hand. “At least you are with me. You carry a portion of my heart as well. But as for relaxing…” She looked off into the north, her brow furrowed. “I don’t know if that will be possible. Not with him still out there, somewhere.”

			For the past seventeen years, Galaphile knew, not a single day had passed in which Nirianne hadn’t thought about the Spectre Telle. The memory of their enemy and tormentor was a chill trickling down her spine, a shadow haunting every corner. The time she had spent as his captive in Skull Mountain, praying for Galaphile to find her, waiting to die, was not something she could ever forget.

			Although they had defeated the Spectre Telle and his army at the Great Siege, and although they had not seen or heard tell of anything resembling him or his minions in all this time, neither Galaphile nor Nirianne could truly believe that their enemy had been vanquished. Just as his soldiers were undead things, so was their master less than alive and yet…more than that, too. They both suspected that the Spectre Telle could not be destroyed and was merely biding his time, rebuilding himself and his army, devising some devastating plan for his next attack.

			At Paranor, she worried less. But while on the road, Galaphile knew that the old memories arose, fresh and unwanted.

			“Galaphile, do you think we’ll ever truly know if the Spectre Telle still lives?” she asked.

			The look he gave her was patient and held more pity than either of them would’ve preferred. “No matter how many times you ask me that, my love, my answer is always the same. There is no way to know. All we can do is prepare ourselves. The greatest builders have spent years constructing our fortress, and I have woven my magic into our perimeter. We have sent riders to all the corners of the Four Lands, hunting for our enemy and his followers. If he is still alive—or what passes for alive—then he has not yet risen, and I pray that it is many more years until that day comes.”

			“Every time we leave Paranor…” She trailed off, looking toward the mighty walls rising overhead from the plateau.

			“You leave some of your heart behind, I know. But Abronja will take care of Ional, and all will be well. Krunce and Jirrix will look after them, and Tielle in the market will make sure they’re fed, and Sanitov will stop by to check in and put them to work if they are restless. They are surrounded by good people, and we have raised them to make good choices. They are wonderful boys, and one day soon they will be upstanding men.”

			She chuckled. “Do you ever consider what an unusual child you were, Galaphile? Left to raise yourself, to work or starve. You had no time for mischief, no one and nothing against which to rebel. We have worked so hard to give our children a safer, more settled life, but neither you nor I can predict how they will deal with the absolute torture that is boredom and structure.”

			“We have done all we can,” he said after a moment of thought. “I would hope they can stay out of mischief for a week. What’s the worst that’s happened so far?”

			“Ional brought home that baby goat, and it nearly destroyed the house.”

			Galaphile had forgotten, and remembering the scene they’d discovered when the goat had escaped Ional’s chamber and run amok in the family rooms made him chuckle. “Yes, that’s true. But Abronja has never been the least bit of trouble, and he’ll want to impress us. I’m sure they’re settling in for a dinner of sweet rolls after a day of smacking each other with practice swords.”

			She sighed. “Yes, you are probably right.”

			“Not as often as you are, my love, but we can hope.”

			After a long, thoughtful pause, she asked, “When was the last time you—”

			She broke off, always hating to put it into words.

			“On his last birthday,” Galaphile finished for her. “Nirianne, there is no sign of the Spectre Telle’s darkness in our boy. There never has been. His spark remains ever bright. Although…the older he gets, the more intrusive it feels, searching him for the remnants of dark magic. I’m not sure how much longer he’ll tolerate it. Young men require privacy.”

			Nirianne shivered. “What’s intrusive is having that magic inside you and being unable to speak of it. Being controlled by it. Being forced by that magic to betray the ones you love. I am certain he would agree, no matter how mature he may become. If not for himself and the sake of all the world, then for me, because only I truly know how wretched it feels, having your worst enemy take control of your freedom.”

			All around them, the night was blessedly serene. The picketed horses had eaten their fill and now slept with their heads down and their hind legs cocked. The camp was cozy, and they had full bellies and soft bedrolls. Galaphile had taken pleasure in preparing and serving Nirianne’s food, knowing that even if she was smiling at him, she was preoccupied with worrying about her sons. She was always this way when they traveled, although it was easier now that Ional was more self-sufficient. Funny how any number of men in Whip’s End had offered her a lifetime of ease and tranquility, but instead she had firmly chosen him, someone bound to a destiny that rarely allowed for relaxation. It was one of the first things that had attracted her, she’d told him; he was a man meant for more.

			They talked and laughed and made love and settled back down side by side, gazing into the fire, reminiscing about their past journeys and all that they had been through together. The conversation soon turned to the future, their hopes for Paranor and for their family.

			“If we can just get Varisol settled in the new tavern, and find some calling for Abronja, and get Ional on the other side of manhood, I swear I’ll never ask for anything again,” Nirianne declared.

			Galaphile stroked her cheek. “Oh, I doubt that. You will never rest, and you hate to be bored, and at the very least you will ask for seconds when Tielle serves that lovely bread pudding. You don’t want peace and quiet, not really. Where do you think Ional gets it from? You would not trade this—what we have—for anything.”

			“It’s very rude of you to know me so well,” she admitted.

			But then Galaphile’s eyes went far away, and he bolted to his feet. One of the many magical alarms he’d set throughout the forest had gone off.

			Something new was moving among the trees.

			Something magic.

			Something evil.

			And it stank of the Spectre Telle.

		

	
		
			Five

			Ional found a quiet spot in the forest just outside a small clearing where the moon shone down on soft grass peppered with last year’s fallen chestnuts. All around him, the little buds trembled eagerly on the branches, waiting to burst into leaves. The earth smelled fresh and loamy, and he reasoned that if he were a deer or a boar, this was exactly the sort of place where he would stop to snuffle around for his dinner.

			Much to his consternation, Zephyr waited nearby, silent and nearly hidden by the shadows. Leaving her kittens behind with the sleeping figure of Abronja, she had followed Ional at a distance that showed respect but not absolute trust. He couldn’t believe that he had finally escaped the boring citadel and entered the wild forests he’d been dreaming about all his life, and he still had a babysitter watching his every move. He wasn’t a baby! He was nearly eleven and already almost as tall as Mother, and he was the best shot of anyone his age. Even Krunce said he would make a great warrior one day, and Krunce was the most powerful soldier he knew.

			Ional’s bow was in his hands, his arrow loosely held. There had been no sign of any night creatures so far, but they had to be here somewhere. The herd of deer had run this way earlier, and even if he’d already gotten a doe, perhaps he could still take down the lead stag, the one with the glorious rack of antlers. He could picture them proudly hung on the wall in what would hopefully become his grandfather’s new tavern in the mishmash of wooden buildings that had sprung up within the sturdier stone walls of the citadel. Maybe Varisol would even name the tavern after such a grand prize—The Buckhorn, or The Noble Stag, something like that. Ional had been to Whip’s End twice that he could remember, and all the taverns had such names. If not a stag, a boar would do, and then they could call it The Boar’s Head. He had high hopes that his boar might be bigger than the one Abronja had brought down so long ago.

			His dearest wish in life was to be better than Abronja at literally anything, but Abronja was bigger, taller, stronger, and already good at everything, and it was infuriating. With a father like Galaphile Joss, the High Lord of Paranor and the greatest mage of the era, it was hard enough to impress anyone, but then Abronja had to be born first and get all the attention. By the time Ional had joined the family, Paranor had become a tranquil place where nothing ever happened, and Ional was the kind of boy who craved adventure.

			To his left, Zephyr raised her head abruptly, and he followed the direction of her gaze. Something was moving through the forest, crushing twigs underfoot and barreling through the bushes and underbrush. Whatever it was, it sounded big. Ional kneeled, then stood, pulling back his bowstring and searching the darkness for the creature headed directly toward the clearing.

			Yes! He had chosen this spot well.

			Whatever this beast was, it had to be bigger than a deer. Deer moved with slender, halting grace, and this thing was charging boldly through the wood, snapping branches and making tree trunks groan and creak.

			A boar, then, and a bigger one than Abronja’s. It had to be.

			Rising from her resting place, Zephyr leaped behind the boy, her tail lashing, and curled around in front of him, forcing him to lower his arrow lest he harm her.

			“Let me take the shot,” he whispered fiercely. “It’s almost here!”

			But the mountain cat only tensed, shielding him from whatever was hurtling toward them, closer and closer by the second. Ional took his arrow in hand and tried to push past her, but the enormous cat that had before seemed so soft and languid was now tense and alert, all the hairs raised over her shadow-gray body. A low growl issued from her throat as she worked to stay in front of Ional, so he dropped to the ground and crawled under her belly, careful not to harm his bow.

			He stood right as an enormous shape skidded to a halt in the moonlit clearing.

			It was a bear, a creature he knew only from books, and ferocious joy made Ional bare his teeth as he again nocked his arrow, taking aim at a beast bigger than anything Abronja had ever brought for the stew pot. He could already imagine a bear’s head on the tavern wall, his grandfather proudly telling everyone who entered exactly why it was called The Bear’s Den. Except—

			The bear was…wrong.

			Very wrong.

			Its shaggy fur was too dark, stiff as if wet with oil. Its back was unnaturally hunched, almost twisted. Strange shapes arose from its fur—blobs of poisonous mushrooms and sickly fans of fungus.

			And its eyes—

			Its eyes were flat black, not shining like an animal’s eyes should shine. It rose up on its hind legs, blocking the moon, and made a noise like the wind keening during a squall—a high, moaning screech—its snout upturned to show curving ivory teeth.

			Ional was not frightened.

			Not yet.

			He raised his arrow and took aim at the bear’s heart, like Abronja had taught him.

			His hands weren’t even shaking as he released the arrow, and it flew directly into the bear’s chest, sinking in far deeper than he’d expected.

			But the bear did not drop.

			The bear did not die.

			The bear screamed again, and then it attacked.

		

	
		
			Six

			Abronja awoke with a start, sitting bolt upright. At first, he wasn’t sure what had disturbed his sleep, but then he heard it: a scream.

			Not Ional—not something sentient.

			Not anything he’d ever heard before.

			The high-pitched keening seemed to stab something inside his brain, radiating a strange chord of pain, and he looked to Ional’s bedroll, wondering why his brother, set to keep watch, had not awakened him.

			Ional was not there.

			Neither were his weapons.

			Abronja next looked to where the mountain cats had made their nest, but all three cats were gone. He was alone in the camp, the fire burned down to ashes.

			Something was very, very wrong.

			He snatched up his own weapons, slinging his quiver and bow over his shoulders and strapping on his knife. The scream came again, and he shoved his feet into his boots and ran into the forest, aiming for the sound. The moonlight slashed between the trees, cutting the night into stark stripes of shadow. Sliding under branches, shoving past the underbrush, tripping over stones, he sent out his sharp senses and was startled to feel a presence that did not belong. There was something unnatural in the forest, something magical; it reeked of evil, of rot. Abronja altered course to meet it, and it was as if the forest fought against him, hindering his every step.

			Where were the cats, the creatures dedicated to the safety of the Joss family? Why had they forsaken him when he needed them most?

			When he heard the shriek of a furious feline, he knew the answer, and the pieces of the puzzle began to fall into place.

			Ional had left the campsite. The cats had followed to protect him.

			And now, the very air stank of danger.

			As he fought through the trees, Abronja ran through the spells Galaphile had taught him, naming each one like a litany that might offer some holy protection. Air, water, fire, earth. He had never used magic defensively, never been in any sort of real fight. Sure, he’d sparred with Krunce and his recruits, exchanging blows with a variety of very lethal weapons, and it had often felt real enough mid-duel. And he and Jirrix had played a game for many years, taking turns trying to surprise each other with a gentle tap on the cheek and going to greater and greater trouble to accomplish said tap as they learned each other’s tricks. But Abronja had never been tested in a real fight with an actual opponent who meant him true harm.

			In hand-to-hand combat, he had great faith in his skills.

			But with something magical? With dark magic?

			His conjuration was limited to a little spark, a puff of wind, a cube of ice plucked from the air.

			He knew so much less than he should.

			His father, in his infinite wisdom, had told him there would be plenty of time to learn magic.

			For once, Galaphile had been wrong.

			Multiple screams rent the air now—the creature and the cats—but not Ional.

			Abronja didn’t know if that was because his little brother was safe, or because—

			No.

			No.

			He would get there in time.

			He was not without skill.

			Another scream.

			Up ahead, a clearing.

			Shapes writhing.

			A fight. Massive bodies, wet blood black as ink against rippling fur.

			And there, the source of the sick scent of rot, the blot of dark magic piercing the sweet spring night like a stab wound.

			Abronja stumbled to a halt just outside the clearing, trying to make sense of the scene before him.

			It was, more than anything, a bear, and yet its very essence had been perverted. Within its humped body resided no true spark, no working animal mind, no hotly pumping heart. The rotten meat of it carried more life than its muscle and bone. Clumps of fungus sprouted from its stinking pelt, some of the mushrooms mere white blobs, their poisonous heads ripped off in the fight. Reaching out with his magic, Abronja felt that this creature existed only to serve a master, given the singular order to kill and cause pain.

			Zephyr and her two male kits fought the revenant bear with the fury and strength of a three-headed beast, their bodies writhing and tangled, claws lashing, teeth bared and slicked black with dead blood.

			And there, on the ground beyond the fight, a smaller body.

			Ional.

			Heedless of his own safety, Abronja ran to his younger brother, scooping him up to carry him out of the clearing. The boy’s gangly limbs dangled, limp. His eyes were closed, rolled back in his head. The only wounds Abronja could see were the four massive swipes of razor-sharp claws in one upper arm. Blood ran freely from cuts so deep he could see his brother’s muscles. Ional would have an impressive scar, if he—

			“Brona?”

			Abronja drew a breath of relief as Ional blinked, his eyes focusing on his older brother and then flying wide as he struggled to stand on his own.

			“Brona! There’s a bear! I shot it, but—”

			“Shh, Io. The cats are fighting it. I’m going to leave you right here and go help.”

			Ional’s body shuddered as he felt around himself. “My knife. Where is my knife? Arrows won’t work. They just sink in. Like sticking your finger in a pie.”

			“Stay here, Io. Be quiet. We’ll kill it.” Abronja stepped in front of Ional, readying an arrow. Just because his little brother had missed the heart didn’t mean he would.

			“I can help, Brona!”

			Abronja stared down and shook his head. He wanted to slap Ional and scream at him and hug him all at once. “No. Stay here. Let me handle it.” And, after a small pause, “You should have stayed at the fire.”

			Ional’s face crumpled. “I just wanted to bring home a prize, like you did—”

			Ah, yes. There it was. Ional had abandoned his role as watchman and ventured out, directly into danger, all out of pride. Like an absolute fool. Like a child. And look where it had gotten him!

			Anger coursed through Abronja, rolling like thunder. “Just stay out of the way. You’ve done enough.”

			Turning his back on Ional, he refocused on the tempest of fur and blood. One of Zephyr’s kits was down, his body limp and sunken, a massive bite torn from his throat. Mushrooms already sprouted from the wound, waxy white stems and bloodred caps quivering in sickening bouquets. Abronja swallowed a lump in his throat.

			He had never seen magic on such a grand scale.

			He felt woefully inadequate and terrifically resentful.

			Something like this should not be in the forest—should not exist at all!

			Nocking his arrow, he squinted along the shaft, waiting until neither remaining cat was in the way. Thwip! His arrow flew true, hitting the bear-thing in its cold, black eye. With another screech, it flung back its head, shaking out its fur, pausing in the scuffle to paw at the shaft poking from its face. The arrow, as Ional had warned, had gone in deep. It should’ve pierced the creature’s brain.

			And yet the bear did not fall, did not even slow. It slapped at the arrow until the shaft broke, then cast about with its good eye, which landed on Abronja. He swiftly readied another arrow and released it as the bear landed on all fours, facing him. This shot landed in the brawny chest, right beside the broken shaft of another arrow, Ional’s. It sunk in almost to the fletching and yet had no effect. The bear’s wrinkled black lips pulled back over sickly yellow teeth in a roar that shook the ground and flung drops of ichor like a constellation of black stars.

			While the bear focused on Abronja, Zephyr leaped upon its gnarled back, sinking her fangs into the creature’s meaty neck. With a grumble of annoyance, the bear sought to shake her off, its thick fur shifting over muscle as if profoundly disconnected. The cat slipped sideways and was thrown to the ground, hissing her fury, and her son took her place, his claws clenched in the bear’s shoulders as his teeth snapped on an ear and ripped it away. The sound was horrific as the flesh tore free. Glimmering white bone was revealed, a patch of the slick black skin yanked off along with one ear. The cat spat it out, pawing at his mouth as if trying to wipe the taste away. In that moment of disgust, a mighty paw knocked the cat aside, where it slammed into a tree trunk and went still.

			Two cats were down. Three arrows had pierced the bear in its heart and brain. Its skull was exposed, but it didn’t seem to feel pain.

			There was nothing in those eyes. Nothing, nothing but rage.

			Abronja pulled out his knife, a gift from Jirrix. The blade was nearly a foot long and serrated, finely made in the Elven style and perfect for field dressing a deer. It was, he thought, the best weapon he had to hand. He still had arrows but doubted they would make a difference, and his throwing stars would trouble this beast no more than pesky flies.

			In the clearing, the bear reared up on its hind legs, at least nine feet tall, looming over Abronja, who’d hoped to slash its throat open. Perhaps its heart was deeper than the arrows could penetrate, but no creature can stay alive very long with a slit throat. Or perhaps he’d go for the soft belly, another vulnerable place where a wound would mean certain death.

			But first, he needed to distract the beast. Gesturing with his fingers, he conjured as much fire as he could summon and threw it directly at the bear’s exposed stomach. The bright flames seared Abronja’s vision as they exploded against the great beast, but—

			The flames did not catch.

			The fire sputtered and died, repelled like water thrown at oil.

			Was the bear’s fur too wet? Was it protected by yet more magic?

			With an annoyed growl, the bear again fell to all four feet, and Abronja focused on the ground underneath it, considering the layers of old brown leaves, decaying plant matter, and blackened nut shells. Earth was his least favorite element, and he clenched his teeth as he twisted his fingers and muttered the right words. A spout of soil erupted, and the bear was pulled downward into the soft black dirt. Galaphile had told his son tales of finding fissures in the rocky ground around Paranor and using those natural openings to swallow attackers, but the ground here was solid and certain, save a maze of mole tunnels. With only two years of magic under his belt, Abronja could not open a chasm; he had merely created a trough.

			Still, the bear was momentarily trapped. Abronja readied his knife but realized he had effectively blocked all the creature’s most vulnerable areas. His best choice was to go for the remaining eye, which he neatly slashed, dodging away before the bear could react properly. A blinded animal, even a magical one, should’ve been easier to best.

			The bear was not aware of this fact and did not even bother screaming. It clambered out of the hole, digging great furrows in the forest floor with its claws. As soon as it was free and again standing on its hind legs, Abronja conjured a gout of air, shoving the beast in the chest with all the force he could muster. It toppled backward into the hole, and fierce glee drove Abronja forward with his knife, where he aimed for the supine creature’s tender belly.

			But the bear was no lizard, sent unconscious by such tricks. Its claws reached and windmilled, its teeth snapping as it struggled to right itself. Abronja had one chance to slash open its stomach, and he felt the blade skim over thick flesh, blocked by matted fur. With no choice but to retreat, he got some distance and pulled an arrow. Maybe this monster could not be taken down by the typical shot, but an entire quiver full of sharp points would surely impede it. This could become a war of attrition—one that Abronja and Zephyr would undoubtedly win.

			The first arrow went straight through a paw. The next arrow lodged in a muscular shoulder. The bear was rolling over, clawing at the earth, using every part of its body to escape the grave that had opened beneath it. Zephyr knew better than to attack; she waited at Abronja’s side, panting. A pang of sadness made Abronja’s shoulders shake when he realized that both of the noble cat’s kittens were dead. It had been many years since the mountain cats had been forced to make any such sacrifice in the name of Paranor.

			His next arrow missed, but then an arrow landed in the middle of the bear’s broad forehead. Ional shouted, “Yes!” and Abronja’s head snapped around.

			“Ional, no. Run away!” he shouted at his little brother. “Get as far as you can. To a farmhouse. Knock on the door. They’ll keep you safe.”

			“We have to kill it, Brona!” Ional argued. “We’ve almost got it!”

			“We don’t!”

			The bear was out of the hole now. The arrow in its paw had snapped off, but the others waved with its every move, quivering like antennae. Again and again Abronja shot it: in the side of the belly, the back leg, the knee, the neck. With each shot, the bear’s head twitched in annoyance, but it did not seem to feel any pain as it lumbered forward.

			Its eyes—no, its eyes were long gone, dripping black fluid.

			Its face was focused steadily on Ional, its wet nose twitching.

			“Run, Io!” Abronja screamed.

			“I am no coward,” Ional said, readying his next arrow. “I am a Joss, and I will not run.”

		

	
		
			Seven

			Galaphile and Nirianne galloped through the valley, bareback and carrying only their weapons. Not that arrows or swords or knives would do any good. The only thing Galaphile knew about the current threat was that it was magical in nature and very powerful. One creature—one undead creature, powered by the darkest sorcery he had ever encountered.

			Rage spread through the forest like a blot of black ink on a pure white sheet of paper.

			Darkness, bleeding, spreading.

			There was no way to contact Krunce and his soldiers, no way to communicate with the sentinels spread throughout the land. There was only Galaphile and what he carried with him, and Nirianne, who had refused to stay behind, even though there was nothing in all the world that frightened her more than the Spectre Telle.

			Not for the first time, Galaphile was grateful for the neatly planned farms that had cleared the lowlands around the plateau upon which Paranor sat. Instead of galloping haphazardly through scrub and prairie and forest, praying they did not hit a gopher hole, they had long, straight dirt roads worn flat by years of wagons and hooves. The moon guided their path, the horses breathing hard, their breath making tiny clouds in the chill of the spring night.

			Still, it was not fast enough.

			Whatever evil rampaged through the forest, it was there for a reason. This was no accident. This creature had a target and a purpose, and Galaphile had to find it before it succeeded in whatever foul work it had been assigned. It could not reach Paranor before he discovered it—it did not, in fact, seem to be aiming for Paranor at all—but there were farms, families, livestock that might be torn asunder, important crops that might be polluted.

			“Are we close?” Nirianne asked.

			“It is to the west,” he told her, kicking his horse onward. “In the forest.”

			“At least the boys are safe in the fortress.”

			Galaphile did not answer.

			He was beginning to suspect that such was not the case.

		

	
		
			Eight

			As the great, gory bear shambled toward Ional, Abronja’s hands went numb, his eyes blurry. He had to find a way to end this thing that could not be ended, this beast that was already full of leaking wounds but only seemed the stronger for it.

			Zephyr, too, must’ve sensed the imminent danger, as she leaped onto the bear’s back again and snapped her teeth into its hairy neck as if to rip out its spine. The bear shook its shoulders but did not stop in its incessant forward motion. It was hell-bent on reaching Ional, and even though the boy bravely shot arrow after arrow at its massive form, the projectiles did not hinder it in any way. After a moment of grappling with the beast’s neck, Zephyr half jumped, half fell off, shaking her head and rubbing at her lips with a paw before retching. She backed up as she vomited up an oily black substance and whined.

			This bear was no normal creature of the forest. It was completely dead, Abronja now realized—dead and powered by magic. It felt no pain, followed no animal instincts. Its blood, or whatever ran in its veins, held some sort of poison. The only way he could think to stop it was by severing its head.

			“Ional, run, please!” he shouted, but he did not wait to see what his brother did.

			He ran forward, knife at the ready, and jumped onto the bear’s back. Now he could feel for himself the profound and sickening disconnect of the creature’s anatomy. It wore its thick pelt like a badly fitted cloak, and deeper within, its muscles moved with a scraping, mechanical gait. The stench that rose from it seared his nostrils as the sprouting mushrooms and fungi rubbed against his legs. He reached around, finding its throat, and drew his knife roughly through the thick skin.

			The bear seemed to sigh as liquid gushed from its wound, but it did not stop walking, step by cumbersome step, toward the ten-year-old boy who stood, transfixed with idiotic determination, in the moonlight. Now out of arrows, Ional reached for his knife and went into a crouch.

			“It won’t work,” Abronja called. “Please, I’m begging you, run! It’s dead. Undead. A thing of magic. Weapons will not stop it.”

			“I won’t leave you!” Ional screamed, his throat shredding.

			“You must!”

			But still the younger boy didn’t move. Abronja felt around under the bear’s throat with his hand, finding the gaping hole his knife had left behind, and reached in again, desperately sawing upward. Everything inside the bear was cold and soft and sticky, the very opposite of what it should have been, and Abronja’s fingers burned as the sickly black blood coated his skin like acid. Withdrawing his knife, Abronja scraped his hands off on the bear’s rough fur and tried hacking at its neck from the back, aiming for the spine. Time slowed, every second spinning out with quiet desperation as the pain in his hands grew worse. The knife scraped on bone, jarring up Abronja’s arm. He had not yet severed the head, but he must’ve hit something important, as the bear finally took notice of him. Screaming, it again stood on its hind legs as it gave a mighty shake.

			Abronja tried to hold on, then was forced to let go and landed in a crouch, swiping at the bear’s back legs with his knife. He felt the bowstring spring of snapped tendons, but the bear simply fell forward onto all fours and continued in its relentless pursuit. Its head swayed for a moment before it lunged for Ional, the boy’s screams muffled by the oily black fur.

		

	
		
			Nine

			Abronja approached the western gate of Paranor, utterly numb. He’d long ago ceased to feel the pain in his burned hands and bruised body, to feel the weight of the bundle held in his arms.

			“Abronja?” a sentry called.

			“Let him be.” Ursule Raken appeared, her white face frozen in sadness. “Come, child.”

			Abronja had never felt less like a child as he carried his brother’s body into the fortress his father had dreamed into being for the sake of peace. The sentries whispered, but Ursule took up her post before him, just as Zephyr had, up until the gate. The great cat had touched her nose to his back and melted away into the shadows to nurse her own pain, her own wounds. Her sons, too, had been lost. In this tragedy, it was the young who suffered, leaving those who remained to ponder their many mistakes.

			“Let me help you,” Jirrix said, holding out his arms.

			“No.” The word was ragged as a ghost.

			No.

			The burden was Abronja’s alone.

			As he walked through the streets of Paranor, led by Ursule and trailed by a growing honor guard of his friends—Jirrix and Krunce and Sanitov and Chelm, joining one by one as the news spread—Abronja understood that his sole objective was to return Ional to the family home. If only he could reach that goal, he could collapse, finally give in to the devastation seeping through his soul. Until that moment, he would remain proud, upright, unsmiling. He would be a man, not a child. He would not cry.

			The walk was interminable. For Abronja, years passed with every step, the world a changed place without the light of his little brother. Ional was wrapped in untanned deerskin, the closest thing at hand. He would not have passersby gawping at his brother’s disfigured remains. He would not see Ional become the subject of gossip. He wanted to hold in his memory always the image of a strong, gangly, growing boy standing tall and proud, unmarred, resplendent with triumph. That was how Ional must be remembered—as he had been, not as he now was.

			Paranor had many, many stairs, but Abronja had never noticed them before. The weight he carried pulled him downward, made him aware of how exhausting it was just to keep going. Jirrix and the others melted away as he took the stairway to his family’s home, but Ursule continued to lead him, her back straight and her manner solemn. Abronja was grateful for the way she had parted the crowd and urged everyone away. If anyone—anyone!—had touched Ional, he would’ve killed them with his bare hands.

			In the family rooms, Ursule removed the ewer and a few books from the dinner table, and Abronja laid Ional down on his back, careful to keep a hand behind the boy’s head as if he were merely sleeping and not to be disturbed.

			When Ursule reached for the deer pelt, Abronja growled, “No,” and she withdrew her hand and gave him a wary look. “Father will know what to do,” he told her. “Until then, no one may touch him.”

			“Your parents are expected to be gone for over a week,” she reminded him gently.

			Abronja shook his head, the tears streaking down his cheeks. “It will not be so long as that.”

			At his words, her attention sharpened. “What makes you so certain?”

			He sat down at the table, gazing off into space. He just knew, and he didn’t have to explain himself—not to her, and not to anyone. Ursule tried many more times to elicit a response, but Abronja was done talking. She was like a buzzing fly, incessant and annoying and unnecessary. Finally, she placed a cup of water and a heel of bread before him and left, and it was the kindest thing she could have done.

			Time passed strangely then. Abronja was unmoored, lost in his mind. It was as if his little brother were the sun, and the sun had failed to rise. He sat in the chair, eyes unfocused, thinking of everything and nothing. Sometimes food and water appeared before him. He drank but did not eat. Food repelled him. He could still smell the bear. Its rot, its wrongness, had invaded his nose, his mouth. He could taste its ichor, gritty, between his teeth. His nails were rimmed in black, the flesh of his hands red and burned from reaching deep within the unholy cavern of its body.

			There were lanterns in darkness, and then there was sunlight streaming through the window where he’d stood with Nirianne, where he’d first decided to go on the hunt. He would’ve bricked in that window if he could, blotting out forever his view of the western forest. More water appeared. This time, he dashed the clay cup to the ground, where it shattered.

			That was how he felt inside: a simple thing, easily broken.

			Ursule was in the room when the door finally opened and Galaphile and Nirianne appeared. Abronja could only stare as his mother gasped and ran to the table, pulling back the deerskin. The noise she made was unearthly, a high-pitched wail that broke what was left of Abronja’s heart.

			She frantically unwrapped all the skins, muttering, “No. No. No no no!” before turning to Galaphile, who engulfed her in his arms.

			“My baby,” she crooned. “No, not my baby. Please, no.”

			Time stretched thin as Nirianne cried in Galaphile’s embrace, as Galaphile buried his face in his wife’s hair and wept. They did not look to Abronja, and he did not join their circle. He was waiting. Waiting to see what would happen next. Waiting to see what they would say to him.

			Finally, Nirianne pulled away, sniffling, her face red and wet. Ursule handed her a glass of water as Galaphile turned his attention to Ional.

			Ever since he’d wrapped Ional in the skins, Abronja had not looked directly at his brother’s body. The night had been quite dark, and he had seen the bulbous fungal shapes already growing along Ional’s wounds, but he did not want to accept what had become of his beloved little brother. That was not how anyone would wish to be remembered. As something…different.

			Galaphile reached out, almost touching one of the poisonous, red-capped mushrooms that had sprouted from a gouge in Ional’s side. There were many such growths, some red and some white, some slender and some fat, some rippled or fan-shaped, just like the ones that had grown out of the bear. Part of the reason Abronja had stayed here, in this chair, still armed with his knife, was because he was aware the bear had been undead and was terrified that whatever magic had infected it might’ve wormed its way into his brother. In his worst nightmares, Ional would rise, as the bear had, his skin loose and his eyes empty, hungry to spread pain and death.

			But no, thank all the gods, Ional had thus far remained—

			He was—

			“What happened?” Galaphile asked, his voice soft.

			And Abronja knew it was finally time for the moment he’d been dreading.

			Before this moment, he had been the perfect son.

			After it?

			Who knew what they would think of him.

			“I wanted to take Io on his first hunting trip,” he recited. “We took the west gate down to the farmland and toward the forest, where I told Mother I’d seen some deer. Zephyr and her kits accompanied us. Io was attentive and proved an excellent tracker and hunter. We each took down a deer. He was so proud. Got the doe in one good shot. I took first watch, then woke him after midnight. He must’ve heard something in the forest and gone out on his own—”

			“Did you tell him?” Nirianne asked, her voice ragged. “Did you tell him about your first hunt? About the boar?”

			Shame stole Abronja’s breath. His mother had always been far too clever.

			He could only nod.

			She snorted, something entirely unlike a laugh. “He wanted to one-up you, didn’t he?”

			“The cats followed him. There was something very large in the forest. A bear, but not a normal bear. We all fought it. We used every arrow. But Zephyr’s kits—they—” Abronja broke off.

			“We found them,” Galaphile confirmed. “But no bear. Only a pile of offal.”

			Abronja looked up, his throat dry. “Father, what was it? Was it the Spectre Telle?”

			Galaphile and Nirianne exchanged a careful glance.

			“I believe so,” Galaphile said. “Can you tell me more about the bear?”

			And so Abronja told him, the words tumbling out. He answered every question, described every detail, held up his burned hands, which Ursule had, sometime or other, covered in ointment and wrapped in gauze.

			When he was done, all the words drained from him, Galaphile nodded. “I felt it, you know,” he said. “Something undead in the forest. We came as quickly as we could. I did not know that you—and he—” Galaphile Joss, who always knew exactly what to say, struggled for the right words. “I would give anything to have arrived in time. But all we found were rotten remains. The bear’s dark magic was seeping into the ground, poisoning it as it had poisoned the cats. I used my magic to cleanse the area and put up a new ward, but I fear our time of safety is over.”

			He sighed heavily and went to stand at Ional’s head. Waving his hands, he closed his eyes. The little mushrooms shriveled and dropped from Ional’s flesh, the desiccated fans of fungus falling to the table. The color returned to the boy’s skin, and for one brief, glorious moment, Abronja thought perhaps his father really was the strongest mage the world had ever known, and that he might be able to breathe real life back into Ional’s body.

			But no.

			Galaphile was cleansing his son of dark magic.

			Only the Spectre Telle could bring dead things back to life, and Abronja had seen the evidence of what that life became. Something twisted, horrendous, cruel, poisonous. He wouldn’t want Ional back; not like that. Fresh tears slipped from his eyes as he realized that there was nothing, nothing in the world that could help his little brother.

			“Did you feel him?” Nirianne whispered, placing a hand on Ional’s chest. “The Telle?”

			“Yes,” Galaphile said, voice shaking. “Yes.”

			He turned to Abronja, his eyes hard.

			“And now, son, I must look inside you.”

		

	
		
			Ten

			After Abronja’s birth, Galaphile had checked his son for signs of the Spectre Telle almost constantly. Babies grew and changed so quickly that he reasoned it might happen at any time. Teeth breaking through? Look within. First laugh? Look within. First steps? Look within. First words? Look within. Anything might be newly pushing through the surface.

			But as the boy matured and proved again and again to be utterly clean of the stink of the Spectre Telle, Galaphile allowed more and more time to pass between these scans until it became an expected part of every birthday. Father and son would sit together quietly, and then, satisfied that Abronja was still safe, they would do something fun together—eat a sweet roll, read a story, play a game, go riding on horseback. Galaphile wanted his son to think of this time as special and pleasant, not a punishment.

			“Is there something wrong with me, Daddy?” Abronja had asked once, at age six.

			Galaphile pulled him close into a hug. “No, Brona. You are perfect. I just want to make sure that no one hurts you. If I ever find something, I need you to know that it would not be through any fault of yours. Every person is vulnerable, and it is my job to keep you safe.”

			“But why?” the boy had persisted, because children that age were always full of questions.

			Galaphile pointed to the walls of the fortress. “See the sentries walking along the wall? Paranor is a good, strong place. The sentries aren’t there because Paranor is at fault. They are there to protect Paranor from threats that come from outside the walls. And that is how you can think of our little scans. I will be your sentry. I’ll keep you safe.”

			At that, the boy had been satisfied, at least for a while.

			But Abronja was sixteen now, and as Galaphile had told Nirianne, young men required more privacy. Before their last scan, Abronja had nervously asked, “Father, when you do this, can you read my thoughts? Or my feelings? What can you see?”

			And Galaphile, who rarely felt awkward at all, had struggled to explain it. “No. No thoughts, no dreams, no pictures, no emotions. Nothing personal like that. It is a more physical thing, like inspecting the tunnels under Paranor. If you went into the bowels of the fortress with Sanitov, who knows every inch of this place like the back of his hand, he could easily tell if there was, say, a nest of croyts down there. He would smell them, hear them, see them. So think of it like that. I’m inspecting the tunnels.”

			Abronja had turned a bit pink, so Galaphile corrected himself: “Metaphorical tunnels, mind you. Not your actual bodily…you know.”

			And so Galaphile had not been looking forward to Abronja’s seventeenth birthday and his next invasive scan. Still, the relief Nirianne felt every time Galaphile deemed their son clean of the taint of the Spectre Telle was worth any minor embarrassment on the part of father or son. Normally, Galaphile was confident as he sat in a chair opposite Abronja and took the boy’s hands, looking deep into his eyes. But now…

			The boy’s gauze-wrapped hands were the same size as his own, no longer the small, sticky hands of a child. Galaphile slid his fingers up to grasp Abronja’s upper arms. “I need to touch your skin,” he explained gently. “And I do not wish to hurt you.” When Abronja opened his mouth, assumedly to suggest that he could handle the pain, Galaphile added, “This will work just as well.”

			It was not difficult, usually, to look into Abronja’s eyes. They were beautiful eyes, a dark, misty blue that shone with intelligence and good humor. But now, Abronja’s eyes were red and wet, and he struggled to hold his father’s gaze. Galaphile did not need magic to feel the boy’s shame and pain. He would comfort Abronja—

			After this.

			Once he was certain.

			Concentrating, he began a careful search of Abronja’s soul, just as he had for Nirianne so long ago. The Spectre Telle had clearly grown and evolved; the bear was proof of that. Wherever he was, their enemy had only become more powerful in the last seventeen years, and he had gained new skills. It was possible he had used the bear to connect with Abronja and had found some new hiding place within the boy’s body and mind. Galaphile would have to be very, very careful—and very, very clever.

			Abronja’s arms trembled as Galaphile worked through his scan, going slowly and probing more deeply than he ever had before. He explored every minute inch of his son, sending out his magic and his senses, but he found nothing new, nothing evil. Inside Nirianne, the Spectre Telle’s dark magic had been obvious but insidious, like a weed grown into every crevice, intertwined with every nerve and fiber. Galaphile was beyond grateful to again find Abronja clean of any hint of darkness. If the Spectre Telle had sent the bear to pollute the boy, he had failed.

			But if he had sent the bear to hurt his mortal enemy Galaphile Joss, he had succeeded.

			Galaphile released Abronja’s forearms and let his own hands drop to his knees as he looked into space over Abronja’s shoulder. He was relieved, but beyond that relief lay an ocean of grief.

			“Am I poisoned? Father, is he inside me?” Abronja asked, voice shaking.

			“He is not there,” Galaphile told him, pulling his son into his chest. Abronja went limp in his arms, shaking with sobs as if finally free to let all his pain out. Galaphile wished he could hold his son there against him forever, keep him safe physically and emotionally, and never, ever let go. Abronja was the bright star of his world, his greatest joy and his greatest accomplishment, and he was so, so glad that he had survived his ordeal. “You are safe, my darling boy. You are safe, and you are loved, and that will never change.”

			The sound Nirianne made at learning that Abronja was free had no name—a pained moan of relief and torture and terror. All this time, they’d been waiting for evidence of the Spectre Telle, and it had arrived in the worst fashion, taking root in the mortal wounds of their youngest child. Abronja was free of magic, but the trauma he’d suffered would live in him, bloom inside him just as surely as spores would find a home in soft, wet dirt. None of them would escape the suffering the Telle had inflicted. It could not be pulled out, could not be snuffed; it would be with them forever.

			“We must bury him,” Nirianne said, her voice husky. “Before—”

			Galaphile knew what she was thinking.

			They needed to bury Ional while he still looked like himself, before the pallor of death returned. Perhaps the little mushrooms and fungi had been exterminated, but no mother would wish to look upon her greatest loss for long.

			Galaphile waited until Abronja’s sobs had fallen off, and then he stepped aside to let Nirianne cradle her remaining son. His legs unsteady and his eyes hot with tears, Galaphile opened the door to find Ursule Raken waiting patiently outside. Stepping away, they conferred quietly. He trusted her to meet with Sanitov and Krunce, to prepare the right plot and plan the right ceremony. Normally, he would’ve done his part, as High Lord, but now…now was the time to depend on others. They had all known Ional, had met him the day he was born, and they would mourn him together.

			

			—

			Life continued for Abronja, but everything Ursule Raken had foretold came to pass. The hunt had indeed been a dividing line between his old life and one that was transformed. He had interpreted her words to mean that Ional would be considered a man and Abronja would be treated as an equal among the trusted voices of Paranor, but as it turned out, this new life was but a shadow of the old one.

			The first time Abronja was invited to sit at the long table with his father was no celebration; he’d been called to recite his story so that all of Galaphile’s advisers, friends, and champions would bear witness to the presence of the Spectre Telle and hear the full story of the undead monster he had sent to Paranor’s door. When Ional’s name was spoken there in a circle of raised glasses, it was in memoriam and softly. Nirianne wore the cloak made from Ional’s first kill to the boy’s funeral, her tears staining the doe’s brown fur. Abronja toyed with hating Ursule Raken but found it impossible. The seer had told him the truth and urged him not to go; it had been his choice to willfully misread her message and defy her.

			In the days that followed Ional’s burial in the garden down below, Abronja became painfully aware of how much of his days and nights had been spent watching over his brother. He did not know what to do with himself now that he had acres of time to himself. When he was alone, he could only ruminate on everything that had gone wrong and on how he might’ve saved the day. Sick of himself and unable to torture himself any longer, he went to Krunce Torsh and threw himself into training with the soldiers. Never had he fought with such ferocity. Krunce had to pull him away and remind him to focus on the basics, on self-defense, on strategy. But Abronja wanted to feel pain and cause pain. He deserved every bruise. He deserved worse.

			At home, his mother tended to his wounds, but her mind was always elsewhere. It was as if Nirianne was listening for a sound that never came. Abronja understood what was happening; she was waiting for Ional to clatter in the door, to leave his muddy shoes on the rug, to beg for a trip to the stables. Their rooms were too quiet now, the house too still.

			“Mother, I’m sorry,” Abronja said as she dabbed ointment on a cut on his temple. “I wish there were some way—”

			Nirianne put her fingers on his busted lip, but gently. “Brona, my love, you must stop blaming yourself. You survived the Spectre Telle. Your father could not best that monster with all his magic and the combined might of the army of Paranor, so how could you, a mere boy, possibly hope to triumph? None of this is your fault. I am grateful that you are alive.”

			He looked into her eyes and saw a bottomless well of pain. “But—”

			“Listen. You chose to go out hunting, and that was a poor decision, but boys your age are known for their poor decisions. You did what any boy would do. And the strongest dark mage in the entire land took advantage of that fact to harm your family. Had you stayed home and followed every rule faithfully, he would’ve found some other way to cause harm. Sent his Skelter over the wall or killed one of our beloved mountain cats and sent it through the tunnels, skulking and undead, to find us. Once the Spectre Telle has set his sights on a target, he does not let anything stop him. That is why he is so dangerous.”

			“Then we must go find him!” Abronja bolted to his feet. “Father and I could go—”

			“Your father has already sent a contingent of our strongest fighters to the Telle’s old fortress at Skull Mountain, and another out to scour the rest of the forest. We have more sentries posted than ever, more magical alarms set throughout the lands surrounding Paranor. Now that we know our enemy has returned, he will not again catch us unawares.” She stood and looked up at him, smiling sadly, running her thumb across a patch of beard he had missed shaving. “What the enemy wants most is to worm his way inside you. If he cannot do it with magic, he will do it with grief. Don’t let him dig in his claws.”

			“How?” Abronja asked, his voice breaking. “I cannot go on as if I’ve forgotten Io.”

			Nirianne pulled her son into a hug, and he had never felt so big and ungainly. “You will never forget him. We will never forget him. But we must find a way to live without him. We cannot let the Spectre Telle pull us down or turn us against one another—or ourselves. Grief is a burden that you carry, and every now and then, you try to find a moment when you might set it down momentarily. But you will always pick it up again, and it will never be any less heavy.” She put her hand over his heart. “Ional will be with you always, but so will you. You must learn to live with yourself. You must find a life that makes all the pain worthwhile.”

			“I do not know how. All I know is that it hurts. Mother, it hurts, and I cannot see past it.”

			“I know.” A sob wracked her. “I know. But we must keep walking. One step after another. And eventually, one day, it will be easier. Never easy, but easier.” Nirianne pulled away, her love for him radiating from her smile. “I do so love you, my Brona. But you must remember to love yourself.”

			Now he was crying, too. “I do not feel worthy of love right now.”

			“Then you’ll just have to trust me. Now, go and find your father. He told me this morning that you two would continue your magic lessons today. It will be good for you to throw yourself into work that isn’t quite so…” She dabbed a bit more ointment on his temple. “Punishing.”

			“Yes, Mother.” Abronja held still, allowing her to fuss over him. She needed this, he knew, needed someone to care for, now that Ional was gone. When she tucked his hair behind his ears and suggested a haircut, he did not argue or complain.

			As he headed off to find Galaphile, Abronja felt the first stirring of excitement that he’d felt in weeks, grateful for any emotion that wasn’t grief or pain or anger. For all his work with the soldiers recently, he hadn’t learned anything; he had merely hurt and caused hurt, using practice weapons to relieve the anger in his heart. But magic? He was always eager to learn more magic. Perhaps now that the Spectre Telle’s existence was confirmed, his father would teach him something more than a spark of fire or a tiny puff of air.

			Abronja was ready to delve deeper, to master bigger spells. He wanted to learn how to create lightning, how to open chasms, how to debilitate his enemies. Through his recent tragedy, he had lost all vestiges of the boy he had been. He was a man now, and he knew in his heart that he contained the seeds of greatness. The more powerful he became, the more firepower he would possess if the Spectre Telle dared to attack again.

			Of course, if Galaphile had bothered to teach him such magic earlier, perhaps they wouldn’t have been in this situation in the first place. If Abronja had known defensive magic, he could’ve fought off the bear, magic to magic, instead of using such impotent weapons against a better-prepared enemy. How many times had he begged Galaphile to teach him magic as a child? How many times had he laid out his reasoning, citing this very possibility? And every time, Galaphile had admonished him and reminded him to be patient.

			That patience had gotten Ional killed.

			Magic would now become his sole focus, its mastery his only goal. He would learn everything Galaphile taught him and more, improving on every spell and experimenting with ways to combine what he learned. He would impress his father, possibly outstrip him in skill and power, and prove to his mother that he was worthy of her love and that he would not fail her a second time.

			This was Abronja’s vow: The Spectre Telle would never again catch him unaware. He would find his enemy, this monstrous dark mage that had bested his father, kidnapped his mother, and killed his brother—

			And destroy him.

		

	
		
			Eleven

			Once Abronja had chosen his path, the next two years passed in the blink of an eye. He had always been an excellent pupil, but now he had a definite goal beyond merely outshining every other student. In the realm of magic, he was the only student, and thus his only goal was to surpass his teacher. If he wasn’t with his father learning new spells, he was on his own practicing and perfecting what he’d learned. He and Galaphile spent hours discussing the philosophy and practical uses of magic, but when he asked if there were any books about magic he might read, his father curtly told him no and went strangely silent around the topic, which only made him all the more curious. They were developing a small library in Paranor, and while Abronja scoured every book on the shelves, he found no mention of magic at all. Outside of Paranor and the Joss household, it seemed a very rare thing indeed.

			Although Abronja felt Ional’s absence like a boulder forever crushing his chest, Nirianne was, in the end, correct. More and more often, he was able to lay down that burden and experience what he only recognized afterward as a moment of peace. It mostly happened when he was practicing magic or out in the training fields with Krunce and the soldiers, but then one day he noticed a red bird, and another day he made a baby laugh in the market, and then one night he slept without a single nightmare. He almost felt guilty for every moment that he wasn’t thinking about his brother, but there were not many of those moments, after all.

			As the grief quietly faded, so the fear of the Spectre Telle subtly waned. At first, all of Paranor had been on high alert, with double the number of guards assigned to keep watch along the walls and ranged throughout the forest. Parents kept their children confined to their homes, and even the market had shuttered its stalls. But when the Telle neglected to attack again, for days, then weeks, then months, then years, the town came alive once more, bit by bit, until it was back to normal. For everyone else, it was as if the Spectre Telle had again dissipated from memory, but for Abronja Joss, the shadow of the enemy loomed cold over every aspect of his life. As he learned his magic and trained with the soldiers, his entire focus was on how he would one day face off with the Telle and his minions and, thanks to his hard work and preparation, would triumph.

			One morning, they were sitting down to breakfast as a family—a habit they’d begun in the weeks after Ional’s death—when a sharp knock sounded on the door.

			“Shall I pack up your breakfast to go, Galaphile?” Nirianne teased.

			She looked older now, even to Abronja’s eyes, with more gray in her hair and more worry lines around her mouth. When she stood and reached for Galaphile’s plate, her dress hung from her slight frame. Ional’s loss had carved away at her; even her smile was changed now.

			“Let’s not be too hasty,” Galaphile said. “Tielle did say she might need your help with one of her ewes.”

			But when Nirianne opened the door, she was greeted by Elven commander Aelia Jovesin, who had been in Arborlon for several months and was not yet due back.

			“Aelia, what is wrong?” Nirianne asked.

			“It is the king,” Aelia said, voice cracking. “King Gendronane has been assassinated, and Queen Rishannon calls upon the High Lord of Paranor, per the terms of our alliance.”

			Galaphile stood. “Of course. What can I do?”

			Aelia exhaled in relief. “The queen requests that you return with us to Arborlon to investigate the king’s assassination. It was well coordinated by parties unknown, and we have thus far been unable to confirm how or why it occurred. All the guards who might’ve witnessed the fight are dead, and we have no leads. We need your help—and your magic—now more than ever. And what’s more, the queen fears her own life is in danger. She requests your support as she concentrates her power. As you know, she is a young queen, Gendronane’s third wife, and she has produced no heirs. There are those in the city who question her right to rule.”

			“Do you believe that dark magic was involved?” Galaphile asked.

			“It is the only explanation. But whether the attack came from without or within is still unknown. We are aware of a contingent in Arborlon that would relish a weaker monarchy and who believe that, without Gendronane’s protection, they might control or remove the queen.”

			“This is dire news indeed. Of course we will come,” Galaphile agreed. He looked to Nirianne. “My darling, you are the cleverest among us. Will you join me?”

			Abronja was certain his mother would agree, as she always preferred Galaphile’s company over that of anyone else, especially now that Ional was gone. He would not blame his mother for wishing to leave the family home, which held so many memories. But, to his great surprise, Nirianne shook her head.

			“I have been meaning to make a proposal, my love, and I suppose now is the time to do it.” She took a heavy breath, underlining the gravity of the moment. “Every day, we wait for the Spectre Telle to attack again, and we send out our search parties to scour the land for more evidence of his presence. Perhaps this assassination is more of his foul work.”

			“It certainly looks like it,” Galaphile agreed.

			“Well, it seems to me that we must be more proactive in our defenses. You have set your mind to collecting magical artifacts like the Spectre Telle’s Ildatch, both to learn more of magic and the Old World and to keep such possible weapons in safe hands.” Nirianne looked up, her chin held high. “I believe that we should also be searching for mages, scholars, historians, and other wise folk who might help add to the knowledge we’ve been collecting. If our search parties are actively visiting cities and farms, looking for our enemy, perhaps they could also look for new allies—more people who might help us and strengthen our defenses?”

			All this made sense to Abronja; he would be glad to know more mages who might teach him what they knew. Ursule Raken’s visions were simply a part of her, and Chelm did not appear capable of explaining how he was able to scramble minds, but perhaps there were other people like Galaphile out there who might bring new spells and further education to the table. And what was that strange word—

			The Ildatch?

			Something possessed by the Spectre Telle?

			What was it, and why had Galaphile not mentioned it before?

			A magical artifact of some sort, Nirianne had suggested.

			If it belonged to the Telle, it had to be evil, but Abronja was intrigued by the idea of harboring a collection of magical artifacts that were not tainted by such darkness. Perhaps there really were books out there just waiting to be discovered. Oh, how he longed to touch an object instilled with magic, to hold something that might thrum with power in his hands!

			“That is a sound plan, my love, but why should it interfere with our investigation?” Galaphile asked carefully.

			Nirianne gestured to the room around them. “Because I feel I would be of better use here, coordinating this effort, while you go to Arborlon and serve your purpose. While you’re there, perhaps you can ask among the Elves if any mages might agree to join our new endeavor. Here at Paranor, I can speak with Krunce and the soldiers, tell them what to look for on their scouting missions and what we can offer to anyone who joins us. I can work with Sanitov to find proper housing for new arrivals and to build out the library to hold whatever books and artifacts we might discover.” Her voice dropped as she stepped closer to Galaphile and took his hands. “Truth be told, I do not wish to leave this place. I feel rooted here in a way that I did not before. We have Varisol with us now in his tavern, and although his health is holding steady, he is not a young man. And I don’t want to…I can’t…”

			Abronja understood what she could not say.

			She did not wish to be far from Ional’s grave, which she visited every day with fresh flowers.

			She wanted to stay close to her baby, even if he was in the ground.

			Galaphile also understood. He pulled her into an embrace. “Perhaps you are right.”

			“I always am.”

			“Usually.”

			Her eyes crinkled. “Always.”

			Galaphile looked up. “Can we have a moment, please?” With his arm around Nirianne, they moved into their bedroom.

			Abronja looked to Aelia Jovesin, noting that she wore muddy boots and the dust of the road. “Aelia, can I offer you some water?” he asked.

			She smiled, glad for something to focus on beside the High Lord and his life partner in their private moment. “I would be grateful.”

			Abronja brought her a cup of cool water, which she swallowed in a few gulps.

			“You have been riding hard indeed,” Abronja observed.

			She nodded grimly. “As fast as our steeds could carry us. Time is of the essence. Even now, I fear for the queen. She is under the protection of our greatest warriors, and yet there is strange magic afoot.”

			“May I ask: How was the plot accomplished?”

			The Elven commander’s fingers clenched around the hilt of the sword hanging at her hip. “The king was returning from a meeting, surrounded by his personal guard of six highly trained soldiers. They were in the secret tunnels under the palace. We don’t actually know what transpired, as we found all six guards slain around the king in a locked chamber. There was a fight, and they died with weapons in hand, including the king himself. It seems the attackers disappeared, as we found no bodies, only clothing and weapons, plus some strange…substance. Not blood. There were no witnesses.”

			Abronja caught his breath, his heart beating madly. “The strange substance—was it black? Oily? Did it burn like acid? Was it covered in fungus?”

			Aelia’s head jerked up. “Yes. How did you know?”

			He flexed his hands, long free of their bandages but forever scarred by what had passed for blood in the undead ursine minion of the Spectre Telle. “I have encountered it before, in a creature possessed by dark magic.”

			The Elf looked at him with new eyes, intrigued. “We have not seen this dark magic before, but it is valuable that you have. We had considered a machine—some abomination from the Old World dropping poisoned oil—but this only deepens the plot. Where—”

			Galaphile and Nirianne reappeared. Abronja sensed a complex swirl of emotions around them both—sorrow, fear, determination, and some excitement. He drew himself up, setting his shoulders back. “Father, Aelia has confirmed that it was likely the Spectre Telle. The method of the king’s passing matches what we saw with the bear. It is the same dark magic.”

			“I feared as much,” Galaphile agreed. “At the very least, we must assume the worst. We have discussed the matter, and we will follow Nirianne’s suggestion. She will stay here to coordinate our efforts in gathering more magical knowledge and firepower, and I will go to Arborlon.” Galaphile put a hand on Abronja’s shoulder; they were the same height now. “Abronja, would you accompany me on this journey? As the only one who has witnessed what the Spectre Telle can do after his long rest, your thoughts would be valuable.”

			Abronja’s chest swelled with pride, and he wanted to grin but knew that would appear immature. Instead, he hardened his features and nodded. “I would be honored to join you.”

			Galaphile returned the nod; he was pleased. “Then it is settled. Abronja and Nirianne will pack for the journey while I go speak to Krunce. Aelia, I am assuming you wish to be back on the road immediately?”

			Aelia nodded. “There is no time to lose. The queen is waiting.”

			He bowed his head. “Then we will begin preparations.”

			The Elf returned the cup to Abronja. “My soldiers and I will visit the stables for fresh horses. Shall I request your mounts as well?”

			“Our mounts and a spare, if you please,” Galaphile said. “Can we offer you breakfast?”

			Now that Aelia had her answer, her energy was renewed. She stood taller, and although her exhaustion was still evident, Abronja could see the hope shining in her eyes. “I’ll stop in the market for a bite. The faster we’re on the trail to Arborlon, the happier I’ll be, but I thank you for your hospitality.”

			With that, the Elven commander was gone, and Galaphile left on his errands. Nirianne brought out her own worn leather traveling pack and gave it to Abronja, reminding him of the many essentials for a long journey. Although he’d never been farther from Paranor than Varisol’s old tavern in Whip’s End, he had always enjoyed being on the road and seeing new things. For those trips, he’d ridden in a wagon with Ional, cozily ensconced in a mountain of blankets and furs, but now he would ride on horseback beside his father, a man at home among soldiers. The trip to Arborlon in the west would take about a month, if they didn’t encounter trouble. Abronja almost hoped they would. He longed to test his mettle, to prove that his father’s lessons had been absorbed and appreciated.

			When Galaphile returned, they changed into traveling clothes and took up their packs. Nirianne hugged and kissed her husband, then turned to her son.

			“I know you will make me proud, my Brona,” she told him, one hand cupping his cheek.

			“I will always do my best, Mother.” He kissed her forehead, mirroring the kiss she’d always given him when he was the smaller one.

			He followed Galaphile down the hall, glancing back once to wave goodbye. There were tears in Nirianne’s eyes as she waved back, and Abronja, so attuned to the emotional states of those around him, noticed something else. She was worried for her boys, sad to see them go, and…

			Relieved?

			Abronja turned back to hide his frown, hoping she wasn’t currently as aware of his feelings as he was of hers. His throat went dry as he held back his own tears.

			His beloved mother, he realized, was glad he was gone.

		

	
		
			Twelve

			After two years of living in the shadow of Ional’s death, the trip to Arborlon was a welcome adventure, awakening Abronja to a bright new world. Every day, he saw novel things, and as he rode at his father’s side, his understanding of magic deepened. Galaphile no longer spoke to him as if he were a child, a lesser. His father really listened to him and considered his point of view. As much as Abronja missed his mother, he began to realize that a mother’s love could be stifling, and that perhaps away from Paranor and the preconceived notions of his community, he might truly be able to transition into the role of a man and a mage of growing power.

			For the first time, Abronja understood how safe the Four Lands had become, thanks to his parents’ peacekeeping mission. They encountered neither brigands nor malicious beasts and found the Streleheim Plains a bounteous place to ride and hunt. Each night, Galaphile and Abronja set up their magical wards all around the camp, but not a single alarm was triggered. If the Spectre Telle was out in the world, hunting them, they did not sense the presence of the dark mage or his minions. As Abronja developed his seat on horseback, tracked elk with Aelia’s Elven contingent, and practiced new spells with his father, he was possibly the happiest and most relaxed he’d ever been.

			It took a little over three weeks to reach Arborlon, thanks to fair weather and good luck. Not a single horse threw a shoe, and not a single traveler was injured. It was late spring, and as they approached the Drey Wood surrounding the Elven city, all the trees shimmered in a riot of bright green, the air warm and balmy and the sharp blue sky cloudless and dancing with birds. A company of Elven Hunters joined them in the Valley of Rhenn, and Aelia was beyond relieved to learn that there had been no further attempts on Queen Rishannon’s life.

			As the two parties merged, Abronja was fascinated to see so many people near his own age—or, at least, he assumed they were his age. The Elves were long-lived, of course; his father barely looked a day over thirty, and Abronja himself would lead a longer life than any Human, thanks to his half-Elven heritage. Back home, most of Paranor’s citizens were in their forties or older, making their children, for the most part, Ional’s age or thereabouts. Abronja knew fewer than a dozen people within five years of his own age, and he had never truly connected with any of them. When one was the son of the High Lord, it was difficult to blend in.

			But in this company, he saw several Elves who, in appearance and attitude, seemed to be in their teens or early twenties, both male and female. They regarded him with curiosity in kind, and his heart lifted to think that, here, he might finally find some friends. Although this visit was a solemn one of duty thus far, Abronja was relishing the experiences he’d been denied growing up on the solitary plateau of Paranor.

			When they scaled the Carolan bluff and entered the city of Arborlon, his hopes ran even higher. Paranor had been built as a fortress first and a community second, but Arborlon was a busy, beautiful, lively place that merged the glory of nature with the delicate craftsmanship of a magical people. It was cleaner, brighter, prettier, and more carefully laid out than even Whip’s End, and as they rode their horses down the middle of the street, the crowd parted and offered bows and nods of respect. Abronja noted several pretty Elven maidens with pointed ears and long, lustrous hair, their lively eyes returning his interest. He felt amusement rolling off his father and looked over.

			“It is a beautiful city, is it not?” Galaphile asked with a wink.

			Abronja felt his cheeks color.

			“There is much to recommend it,” he said carefully.

			Aelia Jovesin and a few of her soldiers continued to act as an honor guard as they entered the castle gates, while the majority of the Elven Hunters and warriors departed with fond farewells. After the Paranor delegation handed over their horses to waiting squires, they were escorted down a long, elegant hallway and into an audience chamber.

			“I’d hoped for a chance to clean up first, but for a long-lived people, the Elves can be rather impatient when it suits them,” Galaphile said, slapping the dust from his sleeves with a wry chuckle. “When your mother and I first visited the city, they sequestered us in guest quarters and attempted to keep us waiting for several days. I still don’t know if that was custom or rudeness, but the queen will not make us wait this time, I assure you. I regret that we don’t have the same opportunity to rest and bathe and eat. If your mother were here, she would likely demand it, but…” He sighed. “She has a way of getting exactly what she desires, doesn’t she?”

			“That’s Mother,” Abronja agreed carefully.

			Over the last several weeks of travel, he’d given much thought to his mother’s motives in remaining behind, and he always came to the same conclusion:

			It hurt his mother to look upon him, the one who had caused the death of her youngest son.

			Nirianne loved him, of course; he would’ve felt any lack of genuine affection like the darkness of an eclipse falling in bleakest winter. But his presence caused her pain now; he could sense it. When she looked into his eyes, it was as if her heart twisted in her chest, love and pain, hope and disappointment, understanding and blame.

			If only he had chosen to stay home that day. If only Ional had listened to him and run away from the bear instead of trying to fight. If only Abronja had known more magic and had been trained to use it in defense.

			If only, if only, if only.

			No matter how far he traveled, he could not escape the vicious circles of his own thoughts.

			“Galaphile!” called a voice like wind chimes, and Abronja looked up to find the most beautiful woman he’d ever beheld.

			This had to be Rishannon, queen of the Elves.

			Tall and willowy with rippling blond hair like starlight and eyes the bright, dancing green-blue of a dragonfly’s wings, she hurried toward them with her arms outstretched. Her gossamer gown trailed behind her, and her eyes, though red from crying, sparkled with pleasure.

			Galaphile inclined his head. “Greetings, Your Majesty.” When the queen reached him, he returned her embrace but held himself stiffly, slightly apart. “I am so sorry to hear of the king’s passing. I carry the condolences of Nirianne and all of Paranor.”

			“Thank you, Galaphile. It is a great loss, and I am more grateful than words can say for your quick response and continued friendship.” Rishannon cocked her head in confusion. “But where is Nirianne?”

			Galaphile’s smile remained polite. “She remained home to pursue a project that we believe will strengthen the safety of all the Four Lands, including Arborlon. If, as Aelia has suggested, dark magic is behind the king’s assassination, our next step is to bring together all the greatest minds in all the races to combat whatever foul plan our enemies are brewing. We hope that any mages, historians, and scholars among your people might consent to join us at Paranor as we convene a new council.”

			“That is indeed a wise strategy. I can think of several Elves who might be of benefit to such an undertaking, and although I cannot order them, they are free to join you, if they so wish, when you depart.” The queen peered around the room, her gaze landing on Abronja. “And who is this young man? Why, surely this is not your son? He is taller than me!” Laughing, she turned the full force of her beauty upon Abronja, whose knees suddenly felt like pudding.

			“This is indeed my son Abronja,” Galaphile said.

			Not eldest son. Not anymore.

			“Greetings, Abronja, and welcome to Arborlon.” Rishannon held out her hands, and Abronja was enveloped in the softness of her, overwhelmed by the scent of night flowers rising from her pale skin. Had he forgotten how to breathe? Had his heart stopped beating? Oh, no; it was fluttering like a hummingbird.

			When she pulled away, Abronja felt as if the world had changed utterly.

			“Greetings, Queen Rishannon,” he managed to say without stuttering. “And thank you for the kind welcome.”

			Rishannon glanced back to Galaphile. “And he’s a charmer, too. Tell me, which of you does he take after?”

			“He has my magic and Nirianne’s cunning, and I look forward to the day when he outshines us both, for it is not far off.”

			Abronja’s chest swelled with pride. He would remember his father’s words for the rest of his life.

			“I wish we could sit and enjoy wine and a meal, and you could tell me all your news, but sadly, this is a grim occasion.” Rishannon, so bright a moment before, was suddenly serious, her hands clasped. “I take it Aelia has recited what we know of the king’s attack?”

			Galaphile, too, became more serious. “Indeed. We have asked all our questions and are fully informed. Is it possible we might still find evidence at the scene? I understand it was in the secret tunnels under the palace.”

			Rishannon walked toward a hallway, and Galaphile tipped his head for Abronja to follow along with him. “After our best guards and mages investigated, I had the area sealed off. I know significant time has passed, but perhaps you will find some clue that we missed. No one has seen anything like this, nor do our histories and journals offer any insight.” Her voice dropped to a husky, fearful whisper. “This is something entirely new, Galaphile, and truth be told, I am frightened.”

			The queen’s guards formed a phalanx around them as she led Galaphile and Abronja through a hidden door and into tall, narrow tunnels between the palace walls. Abronja was excellent with navigation, but even he was swiftly left confused by the many turns and twisting stairwells. The stone walls were punctuated by lamps, and the floors were swept clean. As they walked, he kept one hand on his sword and patted the places where his knives and throwing stars were hidden under his clothes with the other, readying himself for another assault.

			“Whoever attacked Gendronane knew their way around the tunnels and was either well aware of our positioning and schedules or extremely lucky,” Rishannon told them. “I would bet on the former. None of our guards saw anything out of the ordinary, and we must assume that everyone in the room was killed, as all the doors were locked from the inside.”

			“If you’ll pardon the directness of the question, what was the cause of death?” Galaphile asked.

			She glanced back over her shoulder. “Blades. Slit throats.”

			“And the weapons?”

			She shook her head and gave a shiver of distaste. “You will see.”

			Rishannon’s guards, Abronja noted, were armed to the teeth and moved like well-trained warriors, scanning the tunnels ahead and keeping watch behind. They all wore identical uniforms, hooded cloaks and breeches that blended in with the shadows, and they walked silently in their soft leather boots. Although the queen wore a gown of state and a delicate crown, she, too, stalked with the attention of a hunter, and in her hand, she carried a slender silver dagger.

			After several more twists and turns, Rishannon stopped before an unremarkable door, one of dozens they had passed. “Evestil, please unlock the door. Galaphile, if the chamber within remains untouched, what you’ll find there will seem quite shocking. I am depending on you two to puzzle out what it means.”

			“You can count on us,” Abronja said.

			“We can only promise to do our best, your highness,” Galaphile corrected, his tone friendly but guarded.

			Abronja had rarely seen his father exhibit any sort of fear; Galaphile had witnessed and experienced so much, and his powers as a warrior and a mage were so great that very few things gave him pause. But now he seemed to sense that whatever lay beyond this door would present a new and unforeseen challenge, one he might not be prepared to face.

			A young Elven mage in long robes stepped up to the door, his hair pulled back with small braids. As his fingers wove sigils in the air, the sound of locks clicked on the other side of the carved wood. Abronja listened carefully but could not fully hear all the young Elf’s whispers; perhaps later he could ask about this spell.

			“Your Majesty,” Evestil murmured, stepping out of the way with a bow.

			Rishannon made no move to enter the room as she turned the door’s handle and pushed. A strange smell wafted out, and many of the party held their noses or coughed into a hand. Abronja’s stomach turned—not because the smell was bad, although it was.

			No, what made his eyes water and his hands go numb was the fact that he had smelled this foul odor before, and he could already guess, at least partially, what they would find. He stepped slightly in front of Galaphile, not really meaning to disrespect his father, but drawn to a familiar scene.

			They were in an antechamber, the sort of place where guests might briefly wait while enjoying a small snack or where a visitor might rest outside a sick room. There were chairs, a low table, a dainty bar of wood and glass. Rich tapestries adorned the walls, and soft rugs protected boots from the chill that might seep up from the stone in the winter. The room was octagonal, and magicked lamps shone on every wall, lighting the space warmly. It would’ve been a perfectly lovely chamber if not for the foul piles of refuse mounded here and there and the blackened blood that had seeped into the fibers of the carpets.

			Abronja approached the nearest mass of…he wasn’t even sure what it was, to be honest, but it was rotten, blackened and wet and seeping, and from it sprouted slender white mushrooms and bright red mushrooms with dotted caps and wrinkled fans of orange fungus. He knelt and touched a bit of fabric poking out from under the foul substance, then ran a finger over the rusted edge of a dropped blade.

			Tears streamed down his face as he remembered the last time he had seen something like this. When he’d finally beheaded the undead bear that had claimed his brother, its body had fallen to the ground and come undone, as if its skin were merely an old bag that had torn apart at the seams. Instead of blood and muscle, this blackened substance had fallen out into a mound and immediately sprouted the same sort of fungus.

			“It’s him,” he said, looking up at his father. “It’s the Spectre Telle.”

		

	
		
			Thirteen

			There were eleven mounds of filth, eleven cloaks, eleven rusted swords. Galaphile immediately understood what had happened here—why the Elves had failed to uncover the assassins. Like the Spectre Telle’s undead bear, they had simply fallen apart, leaving behind whatever objects they’d worn or carried. He reached down, rubbed the black substance between his fingers and felt its strange, cold burn. Abronja was correct. It stank of dark magic and death.

			The last time Galaphile had faced the undead army of his enemy, the Telle had taken pains to reclaim his killed warriors. Returned to his possession, they could yet again be infused with false life and sent out, unfeeling and without pain, to fight again. For this reason, after the Great Siege, the warriors of Paranor had taken care to burn all the dead of both sides and thus ensure that none would rise again.

			But now, it seemed the Spectre Telle had gained a new skill. Several, in fact. Not only were his warriors capable of great stealth, cleverness, quickness, and lethality, but once they had served their purpose, they could self-destruct, thus denying his victims any chance of retribution or interrogation. Not that his warriors had ever been capable of being interrogated. Still, a pile of wet refuse could not talk, could not be probed by another mage to ascertain the spell that had once animated it and powered its destructive force. For one such as the Telle, who did not value life in any way, it was a reasonable use of resources.

			At each pile, Galaphile sent out his magic, cleansing the dark tendrils that puddled on the floor and sent their parasitic, curling shoots into the mortar that held together the great Elven fortress. The mushrooms and fungus withered and died, and the residue of the Telle’s magic crumbled to dust. The black cloaks that were left behind held no clues to their source, no telltale Elven embroidery or Trollish weave, and the weapons were a hodgepodge, as if someone had wandered through a busy market in a town like Whip’s End and purchased old swords and knives at random. There were no badges, no emblems, no details that might pinpoint a place or people. The Spectre Telle had given this assault much thought, and the only signature was his own.

			“This chamber can be swept clean,” Galaphile told Rishannon. “We will find no further evidence here. Our enemy has gone to great pains to leave us few clues. I can deduce only that the Spectre Telle was behind the plot.”

			“But why?” Rishannon asked. “This Spectre Telle is your enemy, is he not?”

			Galaphile shook his head sadly. “He is the enemy of all that is good. Yes, he specifically sought me out, originally to make an alliance and, later, to punish me for my refusal. And he invaded Nirianne so that he might spy on our plans and cause us both dire harm. But his ultimate goal, as far as I can tell, is to sow chaos and hate across the Four Lands. As I seek to bring peace, his only goal can be to destroy it.”

			Rishannon pressed a hand to her chest as she tried to calm herself. “And now he has made a certain enemy of the Elves. We must speak with the High Council. You will join us, will you not? For there are some on the council who seek to destabilize my reign, and your word will carry a certain weight. They will have questions.”

			“We will have few answers,” Galaphile admitted, “but I am here to serve.”

			As the queen’s guards led them through the maze of underground tunnels, Galaphile fell in step with Abronja. If only he had Nirianne’s skill with intuiting emotions. The boy was clearly shaken, and why wouldn’t he be? The Telle was, to him, a bogeyman. All his life, he’d been warned against this mysterious entity that had repeatedly sought to kill his parents and destroy all they had accomplished at Paranor. Now that the Telle had attacked twice, it was certain that he had a plan in place. The Telle’s next move, of course, was anyone’s guess, as was his overall goal.

			“How are you holding up?” Galaphile asked his son.

			Abronja’s eyes flashed to Rishannon and then back to Galaphile with annoyance. “I am not a child, Father. Did you think I would run away when I felt the Telle’s presence? I am ready for whatever is to come. I only worry about Mother, alone back in Paranor.”

			Galaphile had that same worry; leaving Nirianne alone at Paranor had once been her undoing. “She is not alone,” he reminded Abronja, hoping to hide his own concerns. “She has Ursule and Chelm and Krunce and hundreds of soldiers. We have sentries and gates. And none of the alarms have been triggered.”

			Abronja’s head jerked up. “You could feel them even from here?”

			Galaphile nodded. “Think of it like a spider’s web. I would prefer to be in the very center, but even from far away, I can feel the tremors along each strand. Whatever the Telle has in store, he has not yet put his plans into motion.”

			“Unless he’s attacked the Trolls. Or the Gnomes.”

			“True,” Galaphile acknowledged. “If only there were a way to communicate across vast distances. I feel certain we once had magic to allow such a feat, or perhaps the Old World had a specific science to that effect.”

			They emerged from the tunnels and entered the castle proper. Galaphile was grateful for the big, bright windows and sunshine; being underground and steeped in the refuse discarded by the Spectre Telle left one’s soul feeling tainted and cramped. Most of the guards accompanied Rishannon on her errands, while she dispatched two Elves to guide Galaphile and Abronja to their guest quarters. One of the Elves—Evestil, who had unlocked the door with magic—was about Abronja’s age, and Galaphile could tell that his son was curious. Although Paranor was a relative paradise—especially compared to the many places Galaphile had called home after his parents died—he knew that Abronja was often lonely. There were few citizens his own age, and he’d never had any particularly close friends, outside of Jirrix, who was nearing thirty and, these days, spending more time with his wife and young son. Abronja and Evestil were of an age, and Abronja was eager to learn magic that his father could not teach him.

			“That spell to unlock the door was quite impressive,” Galaphile told Evestil. “May I ask where you learned it?”

			Evestil inclined his head. “My uncle Araggen taught me. He is on the council and one of our greatest mages. It is no simple lock, of course, but will open only with the proper spell.”

			“And how long have you been studying magic? You and Abronja might have much in common.”

			Galaphile could see that Abronja was deeply interested in this conversation, and yet something about his son was…off. His energy was annoyed and impatient. During the journey from Paranor to Arborlon, the boy had seemed to awaken from his grief, blinking against the sunlight after so much darkness. It was good, to see Abronja smile again, to watch him ride with confidence and laugh with the Elven Hunters. But now, there was something stormy in his demeanor.

			“Oh, I’ve been studying magic all my life,” Evestil said, unaware of Galaphile’s concern. “It has always been a part of me.” He turned to Abronja. “Is it the same for you?”

			Abronja’s jaw was tight. “My training began at fourteen, as my father’s did, but I am eager to expand my knowledge beyond his teachings.”

			They arrived at the guest quarters where Galaphile had stayed before with Nirianne. Evestil led them in as the other guard stood at the door, keeping watch. Galaphile was familiar with this part of the royal compound and was grateful to see that their belongings had been brought in from the stables with a meal waiting on a low table.

			“The High Council meets this evening,” Evestil said. “Please relax and enjoy yourselves until then. If you should need anything, a guard will be posted outside your door.”

			That was new; security had obviously been heightened since the king’s assassination. Galaphile gave a small bow. “Thank you for the hospitality.”

			Evestil cast an inquisitive glance toward Abronja but merely bowed in return and left. Every time Galaphile had visited Arborlon before, he’d been here with Nirianne. He was glad to have his son at his side and proud of how confidently Abronja carried himself, but he was also cautious and feeling his way around the prickly emotions of a proud but traumatized young man immersed in an entirely new experience. Galaphile and Nirianne worked together with a fluidity built of experience and trust, but sharing space with Abronja required much patience and forethought.

			“There is only one bathing chamber, I’m afraid,” Galaphile said, hoping to lighten the mood. “Which do you want more: a bath, or food?”

			“A bath,” Abronja admitted. “Before this journey, I didn’t know how deeply dirt could work itself into one’s skin.”

			Galaphile laughed. “You will be shocked when you see the water afterward. But don’t worry—I’ll leave you plenty to eat.”

			Abronja rifled through his bag and disappeared into the bathing chamber while Galaphile sat down to pluck cheeses and cured meats from the platter thoughtfully left for them. The room was much the same as it had always been, except that a smaller bed had been brought in for Abronja. Galaphile had never traveled alone with his son, and it was going to take some getting used to, sharing close quarters like this.

			The first time he and Nirianne had visited the king of the Elves, Galaphile had managed to insult the king and win the queen’s favor. Since then, Rishannon had been a staunch friend and ally of Paranor and a particular confidante of Nirianne. They had visited together over the years to maintain close ties, but this was Galaphile’s first time in Arborlon to deal with an actual problem. Before, he’d had to focus on convincing Gendronane to move forward, but now, Gendronane was gone. Galaphile and the queen were generally of the same mind and working toward the same goal, but they would also have to deal with the Elven High Council. Oh, how he wished for Nirianne’s calm and cleverness. Her diplomacy and insight would’ve been especially helpful just now. Although her idea to stay behind and begin the next phase of Paranor’s stewardship was wise, it was also unfortunately timed. There was more behind her decision, he was sure of it.

			Galaphile needed her, but she needed something else.

			He wished he knew what it was.

			

			—

			As Abronja scrubbed off the road dust with a delicately scented ball of Elven soap, he went over the day’s events in his head, annoyed with both his father and himself. Why did Galaphile keep treating him like a child? The way he’d spoken to Evestil, as if setting up a playdate among toddlers! And correcting him in front of Queen Rishannon? Abronja would never live it down.

			The Elven queen was the most beautiful creature he’d ever beheld. Her grace, her strength, her wit, her beauty. There was no one back home in Paranor who could hold a candle to Rishannon. She looked almost the same age as Abronja himself, but she had to be several decades older. And yet she’d been married to the ancient king? Abronja wondered if Elven matches were based on love or power. He had known Jirrix almost all his life, but Jirrix did not often speak of his people or his life among them, and he had married a human woman back in Paranor. As someone of Elven heritage, Abronja suddenly found himself deeply curious about these people, his people—and their queen.

			He could also sense something in his father, some reticence. Galaphile loved Abronja; there was no question there. But something held him back, made him tentative, and that was what Abronja couldn’t quite identify. Did he doubt his son’s abilities? Was he worried Abronja would say or do something embarrassing? Did anyone here know about what had happened to Ional and that the boy’s loss could be laid at his older brother’s feet? Perhaps Galaphile was pulling away or, in their time together traveling, had found something lacking in his remaining son. Abronja did not know and could not ask, but he was committed to representing Paranor well during his time in Arborlon.

			Once he was thoroughly clean, he dressed and went out into the main room. Galaphile appeared to be lost in thought but quickly looked up when he sensed Abronja’s stare.

			“Did you leave me any bathing water?” he asked jokingly.

			“No, I drained the entire city dry,” Abronja teased back, but with an edge.

			Why did every word his father spoke vaguely annoy him? He could tell that Galaphile meant well, and yet he always chose something irksome to say. They used to be so easy together.

			Sensing his misstep, Galaphile stood and took his bag into the bathing chamber, saying, “A dust bath, then, I suppose. Can’t get any dustier, at any rate.”

			Abronja took his father’s place by the platter of food and applied himself to the offerings on hand. The Elves had fruits he’d never tasted, a wide variety of cheeses, and meats from animals Abronja couldn’t identify. Even their honey somehow tasted sweeter, and their water might as well have been wine. Oh, yes, Abronja could get used to life in Arborlon. He’d never quite felt like he fit in at home, especially after losing Ional, but here? Among other people who knew magic, and where he didn’t see reminders of his little brother everywhere he looked?

			Here, he might be content—at least if his father stopped being so strange.

			He ate his fill and explored the chamber, noting the fine Elven craftsmanship and delicate glasswork. Everything here felt so very dynamic, so alive. He could sense the roots of trees deep underground, crisscrossing busily in a mesh of vibrance. Overhead, the branches met, and leaves danced, and birds sang their songs. In the streets and gardens of the Elven city, magic seemed to float in the air, waiting for someone to reach out and catch it like a firefly. Compared to Arborlon, Paranor had all the warmth and pizzazz of a stone.

			Abronja felt almost guilty thinking this. He knew that before his father had been awakened to his destiny by the King of the Silver River, there had been no Paranor, no peace. Galaphile had found a solitary plateau in a valley surrounded by mountains—nothing more than a large rock—and he had brought together thousands of people to build the busy, vital city that served as the basis for the Midlands Peacekeepers. It was an impossible feat that had united the greatest minds, the finest artisans, and the most courageous fighters. These days, Paranor was not just a stone fortress but a busy community, and yet there was something more to Arborlon, something compelling and intricate and seductive.

			Or maybe Abronja was just experiencing a certain kind of freedom for the first time in his life. If he walked down the street alone, no one would recognize the son of the great Galaphile Joss, the High Lord. No one would look upon him with the pity he saw every day in the streets of Paranor now, remembering the greatest mistake of his life. Here, it felt as if, at least for a little while, he might be anyone—perhaps even someone whose existence was not defined by tragedy, by one stupid choice.

			After eating his fill, Abronja settled in for a nap on the bigger of the two beds. He did not wake until a hand landed on his shoulder at dusk.

			“Abronja, it is time,” Galaphile said.

			As he knuckled sleep from his eyes, the world was blurry and muddy, but excitement fizzed in Abronja’s blood as he thought about seeing Rishannon again. Galaphile indicated a pile of clothing, and Abronja dressed as a full Elf for the first time, enjoying the soft weave of the fabric against his skin and the glow of fine embroidery by lantern light. He brushed out his hair and tied it back, letting the slight tips of his ears show. Evestil soon arrived, likewise dressed in more formal vestiture, and led them into the greater castle and up to a grand pair of double doors carved with arabesques. Two more guards opened the doors, and Abronja gazed into a room unlike anything he’d ever seen before, big and airy and filled with light and dancing rainbows.

			“Apologies, my lord.” A pike came down in front of his chest, and Abronja looked to Galaphile.

			“My son Abronja is part of the delegation from Paranor,” Galaphile said sternly.

			“Again, apologies, but this is a closed meeting,” the guard said, his pike unmoving. “While Abronja is welcome for any rallies or open sessions, he may not enter at this time.”

			Galaphile looked to Abronja, his jaw set. “This is not what I had planned, but we must respect the council’s edicts. I’ll see you in our chamber once the council concludes.”

			Abronja fought the flush creeping up his neck as his hands went to fists. This was mortifying! They were treating him like a naughty child who wished to stay late at a party. Everyone inside the room, seated at a large, round table, was staring at him—including Rishannon. The queen, however, did not stand and graciously offer him entry, nor did Galaphile fight this proclamation.

			“As you say,” Abronja said formally with a small bow of his head. He turned around, his posture impeccable and his smile frozen, and departed.

		

	
		
			Fourteen

			Abronja maintained his composure as he followed Evestil back to the guest quarters, but he couldn’t stop his nails from digging furiously into his palms inside the long sleeves of his Elven robes.

			“If it’s any comfort, you’re not missing much,” Evestil said quietly.

			“Oh?”

			The young Elf looked around as if checking to see that they were alone; Abronja sensed an eagerness about him, a curiosity that matched his own. “They’re just going to do the same thing they always do. Which is argue. There’s never been an assassination before, and they are frightened. No one knows how to proceed. They are likely in there begging Galaphile to do something, but they won’t have any idea what they want him to do.”

			“How exactly does the council work?” Abronja asked. “This is my first time in Arborlon, and I fear I am ignorant of your ways.”

			Evestil was politely surprised. “But you’re an Elf, are you not?”

			Abronja inclined his head. “Half-Elf. My father was born in the Westlands, but my mother is Human. In Paranor, my father is considered the High Lord, and although he has many counselors, there is no real government there—no council at all.”

			“I do know the queen has great respect for him, and Aelia speaks well of the peacekeeping forces. As to our government…”

			Evestil paused, and Abronja could feel him weighing his path forward. Interesting.

			“We have the royals—usually the king and queen, but now just the queen—and we have the High Council. Although the queen is the figurehead, most of the decisions are made by the council, voting according to strict rules. There are twelve seats, and each one is elected every four years, although not all at the same time. We have elections coming up, and there are those who wish to wrest control from the queen or even depose her. I know she counts on your father for support as she seeks to strengthen her position.” He leaned in and lowered his voice. “Most of the council are elders, chosen for their wisdom and wealth, but there are many among the populace who wish for younger representation. After a very long era with little strife, perhaps new blood would help us navigate these changing times.”

			Abronja felt a rising excitement; he’d never heard such thoughts spoken aloud, but he had to maintain decorum and dignity. He was the son of the High Lord, not a gossiping miller.

			“That must be especially challenging amongst such a long-lived people. Back home, there are few elders, mainly people of middle age and their younger children. I am eighteen, and my demographic consists of only twelve people. It is a very new sort of place, in the grand scheme of things. We are currently in the process of bringing together our own council of sorts, one I hope to join.”

			Evestil’s eyebrows rose. “Do you think you will be welcome there? There is no one on our High Council younger than seven hundred, and they do not value the perspective of youth, which is one reason why the queen’s reign is in peril. They think her young and inexperienced.”

			Abronja chuckled. “The oldest person in Paranor is my grandfather Varisol, who is only one hundred and twelve.”

			“He would be considered but a child here!”

			Abronja’s chuckle turned to laughter as he thought of his wise, wizened old grandfather, a surly Dwarf, being handed sweets and sent to bed by the Elven High Council.

			Evestil snapped his fingers, summoning a dancing flame. “You know, we don’t have to go back to your chambers. The council will likely be meeting for several tiresome hours. Would you care to see more of the city? The queen did tell me to make sure you felt welcome.”

			“Very much so, but…” Abronja considered it. His father had only said that he would return to their chamber later, not that Abronja had to go there immediately and stay there in the interim. “Is it safe?”

			“Is—is Arborlon safe?” A snort. “It could not be safer. This city has stood for millennia—since the Age of Man and possibly before then. The king’s assassination is the first real violence in ages. And even that…Well, I reckon if this Spectre Telle creature has chosen a particular person as a target, nowhere is safe. At least in the greater city, there would be witnesses, whereas in your chamber, it is only us and a guard. The king’s guard were exceptionally well trained, you understand, and the king was no slouch. Neither are you and I.”

			Evestil flicked the flame toward Abronja, who gamely caught it on his own fingertips. He juggled it from hand to hand, changing its color from the usual orange to blue and green and violet, showing off. “Then lead on, I suppose. If I’m with my guard, I’m being safe.”

			“That’s the spirit!” Evestil grinned. “Giving you a tour—well, it’s only hospitable.”

			They soon left the castle proper, ducking out a side door and nodding to the guard posted there. The night was warm, the air redolent with the sweet scent rising from the flowering vines that covered a nearby wall. Overhead, the trees all but blotted out the stars, while spelled lanterns hung, glowing, from the branches, giving everything a glittering, festive look that made it feel almost like a party. In Paranor, they had celebrations at Midsummer and Winter Solstice, but there were so many more people in Arborlon that Abronja began to feel as if every day here were a special occasion.

			Evestil guided him out onto the paved street, which ran between high buildings on either side. The architecture was thoughtful and decorative, graceful but sturdy. Lights glowed in glass windows, and the sounds of laughter and music leaked out of taverns and restaurants and shops to swirl about the streets like mist. Two pretty Elf maidens passed by leading a line of goats, whispering behind their hands.

			“Were they talking about us, do you think?” Evestil asked, waggling his eyebrows.

			Abronja did not want to admit that he only knew one girl within three years of his age, and she was younger and found him bookish and boring. He therefore had no experience with the opposite sex. Had the girls been talking about them? What were they saying? How did one know if whispering was good or bad?

			For someone who considered himself confident, educated, and erudite, it was odd, feeling suddenly ignorant and with no source of real knowledge.

			“So what do you do for fun?” he asked, changing the subject, as the girls and their goats had disappeared down an alley.

			“You’re about to find out,” Evestil informed him. He turned down a side street and gestured to an open door. “The Canny Owl. A favorite tavern for students and mages of the young and rebellious variety.”

			Abronja stepped inside and was briefly bewildered. He had been in Varisol’s tavern in Whip’s End and, more recently, in Paranor, but the Canny Owl was something else entirely. The Short Shot, as he remembered from his boyhood, was a rowdy, crowded place full of ruffians and workers at wooden tables or bellied up to the bar, and the Shorter Shot, as Varisol’s new tavern was called, was by nature a smaller and calmer place, as bar fights weren’t warranted in a citadel dedicated to peace. Both taverns were dominated by wood and stone and decorated with antlers and other unbreakable trappings. But the Canny Owl was big and airy, with a balcony level and various alcoves, all delightfully appointed in the Elvish style in shades of green and gold. A large tree grew in the center of the space, its leafy boughs contained by a domed ceiling of glass. Bright dots of color flitted through the glossy leaves—live birds singing and calling.

			All around, lounging in booths or sitting at the long bar or relaxing on sofas, were dozens, maybe hundreds of lively Elves enjoying colorful drinks in tall glasses, some of which emitted bubbles or smoke. The general atmosphere was not tense and boisterous but polite and well-mannered. It did not feel as if a fight might break out at any moment, but rather as if someone might discover a new magical spell or stand to recite poetry.

			Abronja instantly felt at home. This—this was what he’d been missing all his life. There were young people here, and they were vibrant and joyous and having interesting conversations!

			Evestil led him to a horseshoe-shaped banquette where three Elves sat sipping drinks and, by the sound of it, having a debate. “My dear friends, may I introduce Abronja of Paranor?” he said with a playful bow.

			Abronja replicated the bow, hoping to strike the right tone. As he stood, he snapped his fingers, and the dancing flame Evestil had conjured rose into the sky in a small shower of harmless sparks.

			“Abronja, this is Karthian, Pharilee, and Verloic.”

			“I am very happy to make your acquaintance,” Abronja said, and they all bowed their heads in greeting.

			“We were just discussing Rialten’s philosophy regarding the Trolls,” Karthian said. He was tall with hawklike features, long, dark hair, olive skin, and fierce eyes.

			“And I was saying that if one has never met a Troll, perhaps one should not publish philosophy on the subject,” Pharilee responded, her green eyes dancing. She was pretty, her cloud of chestnut hair and dark brown skin complemented by an elegant violet robe.

			Verloic leaned forward, her heart-shaped face cocked quizzically. She was pale-skinned and petite, her red hair pulled back in intricate braids. “What do you think, Abronja?” she asked. “If you’re from Paranor, you might be the only one in this tavern who’s ever actually seen a Troll. Are they as wild and dangerous as old Rialten would like us to think?”

			She slid over, making room, and Abronja sat beside her, his entire body aware of her warmth and attention. She was intrigued by him; they all were. “I know many Trolls and am happy to count them as friends,” he told his eager listeners as Evestil attempted to flag down a server. “They are indeed fierce, and that is the only reason why they have survived the harsh climate and geography of the Northland. But they have minds as sharp as ours, and they love their children as much as anyone, and when they laugh, it can shake the trees. Every race is simply a unique people with their own culture, and I would agree that anyone raging against Trolls has never met one, or at least never met one outside of a battle.”

			Evestil leaned in. “I was telling Abronja that the council can be a little—”

			“Anachronistic,” Pharilee finished with an eye roll. “It is a different generation.”

			“But they are the generation acting as professors and teachers and diplomats,” Karthian pointed out. “They are feeding outdated information to younger folk that grew up hearing tales of the Peacekeepers at Paranor. We know peace with the other lands is possible now. The only reason to foment prejudice is to serve one’s own interests.”

			“Fear makes people vulnerable,” Abronja said. “Vulnerable, and easy to rule.” He’d heard his father say so before when discussing the troubles he and Nirianne continued to face as they ventured farther and farther from Paranor, trying to spread the peace they’d created. Some cities still refused them entry, their populace firmly believing that Paranor was a ruse meant to claim their resources and armies. “People who are frightened will do whatever the loudest person commands. They stop thinking like philosophers and are willing to act like animals.”

			Karthian pounded a fist on the table. “Exactly. Rialten wants us scared so that we will continue to vote for him to keep us safe. If we know we are safe, there is little he can offer us. He merely wishes to hold on to his power.”

			A server arrived with drinks, and Abronja accepted the glass Evestil had ordered for him, sipping it like he knew what it was. He’d tasted wine and beer before, but whatever this was, it was absolutely delicious. Cold and sweet and biting, like sinking his teeth into the ripest pear in the dead of winter. The liquid was periwinkle blue, and smoke rose from it and drifted down his arm. He wanted to ask what it might be, but the others were deep in their debate now, and he chose to listen and learn. The Elves were partially his people, after all, and now he was living among them, as one of them. At least for one night.

			Abronja was on his third drink when the conversation turned to magic. The world was delightfully swimmy, and he had never felt so calm and happy in his entire life. All of Evestil’s friends, it turned out, were mages of various skill. Evestil specialized in working with fire and metals, Karthian had talents with plants and fungus, Pharilee excelled at camouflage, and Verloic, like Ursule Raken, was a seer. None of them shared the depth or breadth of Abronja’s skills, and he was surprised to learn that among the Elves, magical affinity generally sprung up in only one area. To him, that would’ve been akin to being able to master language but not numbers, or to hunt only deer but not pheasant. He did not say so, of course; he understood that, as ever, he was the outlier.

			“Abronja can do all sorts of magic,” Evestil said on his behalf. “Isn’t that so?”

			Sitting up straighter as the world spun around him, Abronja blinked and focused on his drink, which was now empty. How had that happened?

			“All sorts, yes,” he managed. “Although I wasn’t allowed to train until I was fourteen.”

			“Fourteen? So what did you do before then, just—not do magic?” Verloic asked, slightly appalled.

			He shrugged. “Can’t do something if someone won’t teach you how.”

			“Here, magic is simply a part of us,” Pharilee explained. “Our education begins whenever we show an affinity, if we do so at all. Our parents help us find a teacher, and there are books in the library.”

			That caught Abronja’s attention. “Books? Magical books? You have them?”

			He was fairly certain the words came out in the wrong order, but they understood well enough.

			“Of course,” Karthian said, as if it were obvious. “The more powerful books are locked up for general safety, but we do not hide information. Do you have a library at Paranor? I have heard Galaphile is quite powerful.”

			“Magic books,” Abronja muttered to himself. This was exactly the sort of thing he had always wished to find. His father was so careful in his teachings, so cautious. But Abronja wanted to know more. And if he had books, no one could stop him. Perhaps he could visit this library—

			Wait.

			Everyone was looking at him.

			Ah, yes.

			Conversation.

			“My father learned from a crazy old man in the woods,” he said, the words coming loose and easy. “Gave him all sorts of frights and tests. And before that, he learned from a fighting man. There is no library. Not really. Mother wants to make one, though.” He looked around at each of their beautiful faces, loving their bright eyes and keen minds. “We’re making a council at Paranor. Mages and historians and clever people. You should all come. Otherwise, it will just be more old people arguing, won’t it?”

			“Paranor,” Verloic said to herself, dimpling. “A new place.”

			“A place where we might have a voice,” Karthian added.

			“Would your father allow it?” Pharilee asked.

			Abronja snorted. “Allow it? Who’s he to allow it? Dunno about who gets to be on the new council, but all are welcome in Paranor. That’s kind of the point.” He gestured outward with his hands, knocking over the dregs of his drink.

			“Let’s get you back to your chambers,” Evestil said, helping Abronja to stand.

			Oh. Yes. The guest chambers. Where his father had expected him to wait, silent and patient as a dog. But instead, he’d come here. He’d met friends. He’d had drinks. He’d learned that there were indeed magical books, and…

			Had he just invited everyone to Paranor?

			To just…move there?

			And had they not seemed enchanted by this idea?

			And would his father mind? Did Abronja have any right to extend that invitation?

			As Evestil helped him stagger down the road, back into his empty room and onto his bed, Abronja’s mind spun along with the world.

			Things were changing. He was changing. And there was no going back.

		

	
		
			Fifteen

			Galaphile returned long after midnight, exhausted. His jaw hurt from grinding his teeth. The Elven High Council had much to say and little to suggest. He had listened to speech after speech decrying the passing of the king, questioning or supporting the queen with honeyed words, demanding answers for a death—and an insult—that had left them reeling. Never before had an enemy penetrated the defenses of Arborlon, and they wished to ensure it never happened again.

			But, of course, none of them knew how to accomplish that goal.

			With diminishing patience, Galaphile had listened and nodded and answered every question posed to him. He recited the measures he had taken over the last nineteen years in his attempts to find the Spectre Telle. He told the story of what the Spectre Telle had done to first the Maturen of the Rock Trolls and then his own dear Nirianne, describing the way their mutual enemy could attack from within or without. He detailed the Great Siege and its aftermath, listing every encounter he had survived with his enemy. In the end, there was no answer, no new information, no clear path forward. The Elves had begged Galaphile to remain in Arborlon for the time being to protect the queen—and themselves—and he had readily agreed.

			Before taking to his bed, he stood over his sleeping son. Abronja had the bones of a man now; there was very little in his handsome face to remind Galaphile of the chubby-cheeked boy he’d once been. Even in his sleep, Abronja’s features were creased with worry, his mouth turned downward. Galaphile knew the lad often had nightmares of Ional, but he also knew those dreams were plaguing him less and less these days. He had hopes that here, in a new place, among new people, his son might find some relief from the dark cloud that always seemed to hang over his head.

			Abronja was a good son, respectful and dutiful but strong-willed and sure of himself. Bringing him along on this journey had been the correct path. He would need guidance and gentle correction and encouragement, and Galaphile was eager to help him grow through this experience. He had seen the boy’s face fall when the High Council had denied him entry, and he wished he had foreseen such an event so that he might’ve allowed his son to save his dignity. That was simply a part of growing up, and of existence in general; everyone had to be told no occasionally. And they had to learn to accept that no with grace.

			Galaphile hoped Abronja had passed a pleasant enough evening in their quarters on his own. They would start over tomorrow, and hopefully Abronja’s hurt feelings would be forgotten after a good night’s rest. Their journey had been pleasant but long, and Galaphile was eager to finally relax. Evestil had switched out with another guard who now sat outside, and Galaphile had strung his alarms around the area before retiring. If the Spectre Telle or his minions attacked anywhere near the queen, Galaphile would know.

			

			—

			Abronja woke up with the worst headache of his life. The sun shone in through a high window, and he flinched away from the light. Was this the effect of the drinks he’d imbibed, he wondered?

			It had to be.

			And he had to hide that from Galaphile.

			Thankfully, Abronja had returned and found his bed long before Galaphile’s business had concluded, and so he likely believed his son had been right here all night, being good and quiet and well-behaved. And to be fair, as far as he remembered, Abronja had not been badly behaved, but he seemed to remember discussing several topics that might’ve been considered scandalous. Politics, philosophy, magic. He’d listened, and he’d debated, and he’d laughed, and it really had been the best night he could remember, definitely the best night since—

			Well, that was the longest he’d ever gone without thinking about Ional, and he was determined not to feel guilty about it.

			A knock sounded on—

			The wall?

			No.

			Another secret door.

			“Come in,” Galaphile called. Abronja squinted and saw his father sitting at the table, eating a pastry.

			“I know it is early, and I do apologize for the interruption,” spoke a musical voice.

			Abronja had to rub his eyes.

			Why was Queen Rishannon standing in the doorway to their chambers?

			He pulled the covers up to his chin.

			“We serve at your pleasure,” Galaphile assured her. “How can we help?”

			The queen noticed Abronja still abed and gave him an impish wink. “No help is necessary, but I thought you might like to join me for breakfast and then a walk in the gardens. Last night’s meeting was nearly interminable, so I will understand if you would prefer silence.”

			“It would be an honor to join you.” Galaphile looked to Abronja, and Abronja understood that he was expected to say something gallant.

			“I can be ready shortly” was the only thing that came to his scrambled mind.

			The queen was so beautiful that it made him stupid, and he was not accustomed to feeling stupid. He was not stupid, but…this was a new experience for him.

			Rishannon inclined her head and said, “Please join me whenever you are ready.”

			The door shut, and the room was merely a room again. Galaphile gave Abronja a knowing grin. “Don’t worry. You’ll get used to her.”

			Abronja was fairly certain that he would not, but he merely nodded and stood, hurrying to the bathing chamber to make himself presentable. There were more new clothes in the Elven style, and he pulled back his hair in the fashion favored at the Canny Owl. He’d never given the pointed tips of his ears much thought before arriving in Arborlon, but now they inspired a sort of pride in himself and made him feel like he belonged here. It wasn’t long before he was ready, and Galaphile knocked on the door Rishannon had used. Abronja hadn’t noticed it until the moment it opened, but he was learning that the Elven craftsmen had great skill with concealing things.

			“Come in,” the queen called.

			Galaphile went first, throwing out his magic to check for anything unusual before moving into the space. Abronja followed, desperately curious about why the queen had chosen to arrive unannounced in their chamber and what sort of area might lie on the other side. It was a smaller vestibule, similar to the one in which the king had been attacked, almost a waiting room. The queen indeed was waiting, sitting comfortably on a cozy chair, a book in hand. Two guards stood against the wall, flanking what Abronja could now recognize as another hidden door. He had not seen either guard before, and he wondered if Evestil might return later.

			Queen Rishannon stood and led them, again, through a series of tunnels and rooms. The two guards flanked their party, alert and holding their swords. As they moved through each new space, Galaphile set more of his magical tripwires; Abronja could sense them now, as obvious to him as lines drawn in the dirt. When they were alone again, Abronja planned to ask his father to teach him this skill, as the two of them, working together, could build a bigger and more intricate web. He felt a rush of pride that he could likely accomplish any new magic he encountered; as he’d learned last night, most Elves—even talented mages—did not have this ability.

			Just like yesterday, there were so many twists and turns along the journey that he became hopelessly lost, and then the queen gave a coded knock on another door, which opened on a bright and beautiful morning that made Abronja’s head spin.

			What had been in those drinks?

			He squinted but managed to hold himself together as the queen led them through a grand garden that mixed a wild riot of spring flowers and trailing vines with perfectly manicured promenades and hedges cut into fanciful shapes. The garden was bound by high walls topped at intervals with watchful guards and tended by an army of gardeners. Sharp barks rent the air, and Abronja turned, hands up, considering the right spell. Rishannon, however, did not appear concerned as a pair of enormous shaggy dogs galloped up to the queen begging for her attention. They writhed on the ground at her feet, and she laughed and bent to rub their bellies.

			“Don’t let them fool you,” she said with a grin. “If anyone tried to hurt me here, they would attack with abject ferocity. But I trained them, you see. They are loyal above all else.” Abronja felt a kinship with the beasts as they vied for the queen’s attention, but soon they took off, baying at the sky. “Probably chasing rabbits again,” the queen mused.

			She led her guests to a table placed in the shade under the dappled canopy of an ancient tree. A fine repast was set, and the queen indicated that Galaphile should sit to her right and Abronja to her left. Although he had never particularly enjoyed his mother’s lessons on manners and cutlery, now Abronja was grateful that he knew what to do with his napkin and which hand to use to hold his fork.

			“Galaphile, I suspect that last night was rather tedious for you,” the queen began, and that was when Abronja understood that this was no mere meal between friends.

			“Government is not known for moving quickly,” Galaphile said evenly as he buttered his toast. “Everyone must be heard, and all the evidence must be presented. I’m glad I was able to offer what little intelligence we have regarding our shared enemy.”

			“They are frightened.” Rishannon poured out juice for them, and Abronja nodded his thanks and gulped it down, hoping it might soothe the pounding behind his eyes. “We are an ancient people, and we have never faced a foe like this. There is no precedent.”

			“Nor for me,” Galaphile admitted. “The Spectre Telle does not follow any known pattern. There is one, I am certain, but we won’t see it until the damage is done.”

			She set down the pitcher and leaned forward. “Do you believe he will attack again? Am I in danger?”

			Abronja had watched his father solve a thousand different problems, but he had never seen the look his face now wore, a mixture of concern and loss.

			“My queen, we are all in danger. He has proven that he will kidnap women and kill children, and we now know that he can penetrate Arborlon’s most secure and secret passages. I do not know if he is testing us or showing off, but there is no way to ascertain his next move.”

			“But what if there is?” Abronja said.

			Galaphile and the queen stared at him, and he wondered if he had missed any spots shaving.

			“Go on,” Galaphile urged him.

			Abronja sat up straighter. “In Paranor, we have Ursule Raken. I must assume that there are seers among your people? I know Mother is eager to bring together all the mages willing to join us for a council of wisdom, but perhaps we can begin by activating any seers here in Arborlon. Much like your collection of dogs, doors, walls, and guards both visible and hidden, we could build a net of seers in the hope that one might catch a vision of the Telle’s plans.”

			He was thinking, of course, of Verloic, who could look into a basin of water and see a little of the future. She was not the strongest seer, but she was one of several among the Elves. Abronja did not wish to mention her and reveal last night’s adventure, but he could plant the idea that would eventually bring her skills to light.

			“We do have seers,” the queen said, tapping her fingers thoughtfully on the table. “I have not considered using them as a tool. This is a clever strategy, Abronja. If you cannot see your enemy’s next move, perhaps a seer can.” She smiled at Galaphile. “Just as you said—your son possesses Nirianne’s cleverness.”

			Abronja inclined his head humbly, but inside, his chest could’ve burst with pride. When Rishannon smiled at him, it felt as if all the world stood still and the sun shone in his heart. She was inexplicably more alive than anyone he’d ever met. He’d been charmed by Verloic last night, but who could compare to Rishannon? Her grace, her beauty, the playful light in her eyes. She walked like the moon. She made him want to write poetry.

			“So that is one stratagem,” Galaphile said. “I’d also like to set more magical alarms in the underground passages. Have you determined how the Telle’s minions found entrance to the castle?”

			Her beautiful mouth turned down. “We found a slain guard at a rarely used door. That door has since been permanently sealed—by young Evestil, who acted as Abronja’s guard yesterday. His talents with metal are quite impressive. If that is indeed how our enemies entered the castle, they will not take that route again. And before you ask, I have doubled security at every entrance. But I would appreciate any additional safeguards that could be provided by the magic of the Joss family.” Her hand slid under the table, and she withdrew a slender knife that gleamed like starlight. “And, of course, I am not without my own resources. Not that my dear husband’s martial prowess saved him.” She placed the knife on the table and looked off with misty eyes.

			“Speaking of which,” Galaphile said, “last night Rialten and his faction seemed especially insistent that you marry one of Gendronane’s relatives to preserve the bloodline. Is that something you’re considering?”

			Rishannon’s nose wrinkled adorably. “I will be no one’s pawn. I would insist on a love match, and although my late husband’s family is well connected, there is no candidate who might win my heart. I do not believe a political alliance is the key to moving forward; it would only be a way to further control me. I would prefer to run the Spectre Telle to ground, and in that way prove to my people that I am powerful enough on my own. If I marry again, it will be by my own choosing, and not some withered old man.”

			Abronja liked the queen’s spirit and appreciated her passion, both for politics and for her own future. She wasn’t willing to settle or to bow to the machinations of others. No, she was an independent thinker who demanded an equal. What she’d said almost sounded like…

			A challenge.

			“Might I take point in collecting seers?” Abronja asked. “I would like to provide some value while I’m here.”

			The queen smiled at him. “That would be most useful. I will spread the word and name you as the leader on this venture. And I will have a room reserved for your use here at the castle, a sort of headquarters for the seers, if you will.”

			“And might Evestil serve as a liaison?”

			She nodded. “An excellent thought. I appreciate your forward thinking. This is how we must operate now: with confidence and an assertive attitude. My poor Gendronane was always one to wait and see, but that is a stratagem for softer times. Let us meet in a week and see what has been accomplished. Galaphile, you will set your alarms. Abronja, you will find and coordinate the seers and see what they might uncover together or individually. And I will shore up our defenses throughout the palace.”

			“A wise plan,” Galaphile said. “But I do worry for your own safety…”

			Rishannon blushed and sighed lightly. “It is true that I am known for striking out on my own, but ever since the attack, I have been careful to surround myself with protection. Your chamber is right outside my suite of rooms, as you have seen. If there is any alarm, I wish you to be near. After all that we’ve been through, Galaphile, I know that you are one of the few souls I can trust completely.”

			He inclined his head. “I do not take that lightly, my queen.”

			The rest of breakfast included blithe conversation about the castle and life in Paranor, but Abronja’s thoughts were dominated by his ambitions. He would gather the Elvish seers of Arborlon and look into the future for signs of the Spectre Telle. He would vanquish the longstanding enemy that had assaulted his mother, killed his brother, and instigated tragedy among the Elves. He would have his revenge, and he would make the world a safer place, lending his unique contribution to his famous father’s peacekeeping efforts. And Queen Rishannon would be there to witness his triumph, and perhaps…

			Perhaps she would see him as more than just the High Lord’s son.

		

	
		
			Sixteen

			Back in Paranor, life went on. Nirianne was determined to keep herself busy. The more time she spent outside of their family chambers, the better. Although the space had been built and decorated to exactly her specifications, it now made her feel like a trapped animal. Every object, every corner, reminded her of Ional. It seemed as if every moment she spent there, she was listening for a voice that never came, waiting for the door to be thrown open by a young, boisterous boy at turns infuriating and adoring.

			Well, there was one way to handle that, wasn’t there?

			Galaphile and Abronja had been gone only a few days when she went looking for Sanitov.

			“I hope you’re looking for something to do,” she said, having discovered the Dwarf sorting through stones in the building yard. “Because I would like to make an addition.”

			Sanitov looked up, stroking his beard and shaking out the stone dust he found there. “As is your right. What did you have in mind?”

			“A tower. Overlooking the herb garden perhaps? Now that we have begun to collect a council of wise and learned folk, we need a space just for them. A grand library, a protective vault for magical artifacts, meeting rooms, places for contemplation, and living quarters that offer the quiet required for deep thinking. Our family will take quarters there as well. One space for Galaphile and me, and Abronja will want his independence when he returns, I’m sure.” She held out her rough sketch, and he took it and gave it a thorough look.

			“The tallest tower,” he murmured. “A bold undertaking. My workers have indeed been getting a little bored, I’ll admit. Do you wish to wait for the High Lord’s return?”

			“Galaphile can do with a little surprise every now and then. At the very least we can build foundations and begin the process. If he disagrees or has other ideas, then we’ll have a new granary. Or tavern.”

			Sanitov held up the sketch. “May I keep this?” When she nodded, he added, “I’ll have plans ready for your approval in a few days.”

			Nirianne thanked him and ventured to the current space occupied by their newest additions. Some barracks had been converted into small apartments surrounding what passed as a library in a world where most books had been lost long ago. There, occupied with their reading and writing, she found her three wise folk, as she thought of them. They would need a new name soon, something that suited the station of these learned beings. The Council of Paranor, perhaps, although that didn’t pay heed to their unique skills.

			The first to arrive had been a Rock Troll named Chagin. He was old and quiet and possessed a deep connection to nature, as if he were tapped into the tree roots and ant trails that led deep into the earth. Chagin simply seemed to know things. When he arrived at the northern gate and was asked his business, he said only, “I was called.” He had since kept busy learning the common tongue and mastering the alphabet and reading and was eager to bring further peace to his people. Just now, he sat at a table, regarding a book and sounding out the words with stoic calm.

			Chagin’s patient teacher was a Human from Tyrsis, a woman named Gedri Koll whose brother was a Peacekeeper. Few Humans had any magic these days, and she had hidden her unusually keen skills with language so that she might not become a tool to her local rulers. Gedri could learn any new tongue almost immediately and had an incredible talent for understanding written words of any language, including codes. An energetic, amiable woman, she was swiftly becoming one of Nirianne’s closest friends.

			Joining Chagin and Gedri at the table was their newest addition, a gentle Gnome who called herself Astor. She was a healer, and already her skills had saved the life of a young child who’d been kicked by a horse. Realizing that there were no books on healing even in Paranor, Astor had dedicated herself to penning just such a volume and spent most of her days hunched over a leather book filling page after page with her knowledge and illustrations.

			Much to Nirianne’s surprise, Ursule Raken was also in the room. The Human seer followed her own internal clock and came and went with the aloofness of a cat, but today she stood at the window, looking down.

			“A new addition,” Ursule said, looking up at Nirianne with an enigmatic smile. “And a welcome one.”

			Nirianne was accustomed to Ursule’s cryptic statements. “You have seen the tower?”

			“Yes, but that is not the addition to which I refer. A new visitor joins us, and he carries time on his back.”

			Ursule often spoke in riddles, but this one proved tougher than most. “Can you tell me more?” Nirianne pressed.

			“No, but you can see for yourself.” Ursule pointed down to the keep.

			Nirianne joined Ursule at the window and saw a figure approaching the barracks, led by one of Paranor’s many guards. She couldn’t see much from here, only that the figure was robed and carried a massive series of packs on their back. His back, according to Ursule. But what was he carrying? Ursule had referred to time, but time wasn’t generally a thing that could be stored and carried.

			“I suppose we’ll find out,” Nirianne said, hurrying out to greet the newcomer.

			

			—

			The night was hot and still, and the Canny Owl was lively and full of thirsty Elves. Abronja had told his father only that Evestil was taking him to meet a seer. He had never kept a secret before, but he wanted this place, this experience, for himself. Galaphile would be genuinely interested in meeting Abronja’s friends and seeing the tavern that had become his nighttime haunt, but Abronja did not wish to witness the flutter of awe that would pass through the crowd when the High Lord of Paranor appeared in their midst. This place was his, and he wished to keep it that way.

			“You’re really heading your own project for the queen?” Pharilee leaned in, batting her eyes. “That sounds rather important. What is your charge?”

			Rishannon had asked Galaphile and Abronja to be circumspect regarding the threat of the Spectre Telle; she did not want her people thrown into fear and chaos knowing the true evil that had hunted in their city’s heart. For now, only the High Council and the royal guards knew the identity of the king’s killer. Thus did Abronja need to be subtle in his discussions in public—while also gathering as many seers as possible into his web.

			“The queen wishes to identify any seers among the populace,” he said, pitching his voice to carry. “Anyone who has magic that can help see the future or look more deeply into the truth.”

			“Oh!” Verloic blushed. “Could I be of use?”

			Abronja nodded. “You were the first one that came to mind. Do you know others?”

			“My father and grandmother,” she said, looking up at the star-spattered skylight as she thought. “And there was an instructor at school—”

			“Azzir,” Karthian supplied. “He taught astronomy. Dreamy sort of fellow.”

			Abronja grinned. “Excellent. Verloic, could you introduce me to your family tomorrow to see if they’re willing to help? And does anyone know this Azzir well enough to invite him? I’d like to conduct a private meeting of any seers who will listen to my plea. We’ve been given a room in the palace for our especial use.”

			Verloic squealed. “The palace! I’ve always wanted to see inside the palace.”

			“We’ll meet in two days, at noon,” Abronja confirmed. “Now, how else might we find more seers?”

			Evestil plucked a grape from a nearby platter and rolled it between his fingers. “Hard to say, really. This city is large and old, and there is no list or network. One might walk down the street and see a sign for a blacksmith or tailor, but most seers don’t have enough precision or dependability in their visions to set up shop.”

			“There is someone who reads the cards in the night market,” Verloic said. “I have not visited the stall personally, but now that you mention it, I saw the sign hanging outside a tent.”

			Abronja looked to Evestil, intrigued. “The night market? We haven’t been there yet.”

			Evestil grinned. “Sounds like a romp. Shall we go? All of us? You were charged with collecting seers, after all.”

			Thus far, Evestil had served as both guard and guide. He had shown Abronja the university, the sculpture gardens, the koi ponds. In just a few days, the young Elf had become the friend Abronja had always dreamed of—quick-witted, clever, and ever ready for adventure. He often skirted the rules, but always in a way that might be explained away with a little hand waving. Abronja felt slightly guilty for…well, he wasn’t lying to his father about where and how he spent his time, not really. He and Evestil were simply telling one version of the truth. The important thing was that they were in a safe place with trusted people; Galaphile didn’t need to know precisely where.

			“Is this night market safe?” Abronja asked.

			The others shared a laugh. “We keep telling you—everything in Arborlon is safe,” Pharilee said.

			“That’s why the king’s assassination caused such a ruckus,” Evestil added. “There is very little strife here, and almost no violence. But the night market is safe enough for your grandmother to walk through with a purse full of gold hanging at her waist.”

			Abronja did not have any grandmothers, but he did not say so. The Elves were so long lived that everyone here seemed to have enormous families spread about the city.

			“Then I would very much like to see it,” he said.

			They finished their drinks and picked at the remainder of their food, then squeezed through the crowds and out the door. Evestil, ever in his royal armor and black cloak, his sword at the ready, led the group through the streets of Arborlon, and Abronja looked about him in the wonder he seemed to feel constantly here. Windows glowed with warm light, and the sound of singing carried on the breeze, shivering the bright green leaves overhead. As they walked in a direction Abronja had not yet visited, Evestil pointed out the sights, noting the buildings’ histories and naming the figures captured in lifelike marble statues in the squares. Horse-drawn carriages passed slowly, pulled by elegant stallions curried to a shine, their traces tinkling with silver bells. Abronja briefly considered that he might’ve grown up here, if his grandparents had not died of sage fever, leaving Galaphile to find his way on his own. If they had simply recovered from that illness, Galaphile could’ve thrived among the Elves and never encountered Starns or Cogline or the King of the Silver River—or Abronja’s own mother, Nirianne. It was curious, how one small fact of fate could ripple down through the ages, touching countless lives.

			Evestil turned a corner, and Abronja sensed a change in the energy of the city around him. There were more voices, some hawking wares, some singing, some laughing. The scents of roasted meat, baking bread, and spiced nuts competed to dominate the air, and bright tents filled the street in a long line.

			“Welcome,” said Evestil, throwing his arms out, “to the night market!”

			Karthian bought a bag of piping hot chestnuts to share, and Abronja nearly burned his mouth before he understood they were fresh from the fire. Verloic giggled at him, and he somehow managed not to choke. Pharilee bought a hot drink mounded with cream, while Evestil scanned the area for trouble. On one corner, an Elf with his face painted white acted out various scenes while a trained squirrel dragged around a cap, collecting coins from the audience. Across the street, a mage sold enchanted whistles from a cloak the color of starlight. There were so many things to see that Abronja was overcome with giddiness, his eyes dancing with all the color.

			“I think the seer’s tent is this way,” Verloic said, tugging at Abronja’s sleeve. He allowed her to tow him down a narrow aisle of open tents, peeking into each one to see the wonders available. Carved wooden toys, shiny tin cups, delicate ceramic teapots, elegant dolls, velvety violets, fine bridles with silver bits—between the enticingly swagged curtains hung more objects than Abronja had ever seen in his life. Sure, they had artisans in Paranor, and their own morning market, but nothing like this. Even the eggs here came in a rainbow of colors!

			“Come on, silly!” Verloic teased. “You’re gawping!”

			When Abronja looked down, he saw that Verloic had abandoned his cloak to grasp his hand, and he felt sweat build on his upper lip. He’d never held a girl’s hand before, and even if it was merely for expedience in a crowd, it was still a unique experience that demanded his attention. Did she—should he—

			Was his hand too sweaty?

			His heart was beating quicker, he knew that much.

			“Here it is!” Verloic released his hand, and he instantly missed the contact.

			They’d stopped in front of a tent with deep indigo curtains that hung closed, not enticingly open like the other tents. The sign, hanging overhead from a curling metal stake, showed a lifelike painting of cards surrounded by stars and the calligraphed words The cards see all.

			“How exactly does this work?” Abronja asked, feeling quite silly. The only other seer he’d ever known was Ursule Raken, and she did not work for coin; she merely said strange things and gave dire warnings. Just thinking of the last time she’d sought him out with such a vision, Abronja’s spine stiffened. He wanted to perform his duty and impress the queen, but he was not eager to ask another seer about his future.

			“You go in and give her a coin, and her cards will see all, I suppose.” Abronja must’ve looked embarrassed, as Verloic smiled and handed him a coin. “The queen can pay me back later,” she said with a mischievous grin.

			The coin sat, hot and, yes, sweaty, in his hand. He nodded, murmured his thanks, and entered the tent, feeling as if he were walking over a grave.

			“Greetings,” said a woman’s voice, pitched low and mysterious. She sat at a simple, fabric-draped table with a deck of cards stacked face down before her. Her body was almost entirely swaddled in gauzy cloth, including mesh over her eyes; he could not tell her age, or anything about her. “Do you seek your fortune?”

			“I seek a seer,” he said, laying his coin on the table.

			She swept the coin away with a gloved hand and tapped the cards with one finger. “Take the cards. Shuffle them as much as you like and return them.”

			Abronja did as he was bidden. The cards were big and heavy in his hands, their backs painted with the same design of violet and gold arabesques. He could not see what might be on their faces. Although he wasn’t certain how much shuffling the cards required, he hoped he had done enough and replaced them where the seer had indicated.

			She nodded once and flipped over the first card, which showed a lushly painted scene of a tangled garden. “This is today. Confusion. A conundrum. You seek answers.”

			“Who doesn’t?” he responded, unimpressed.

			A knowing chuckle like a stream over rough rocks. She flipped over the next card, which showed a unicorn trapped in ropes. “You are in the crosshairs. Someone is watching. There is danger.”

			Abronja tilted his head. “Tell me more.”

			She tapped the next card. “This is the past.” Flipping it, she revealed a black bear on its hind legs, and Abronja startled back in his chair. “Dark tidings. A tragedy. Death. But you are made stronger by it.”

			“How many cards are there?” he asked, voice low, trying not to panic.

			The seer spread out the deck in a fan. “A lifetime’s worth. How many do you need, young half-Elf, to know the truth?”

			“I wish to see the future.”

			A sigh. “Everyone thinks they wish to see the future until they have seen it, and then they cannot go back. Some say the future is malleable, but the cards can only tell one story.” She dragged a fingertip along the last card in the fan. “Do you truly believe you are ready?”

			“If I am not, perhaps it will help me prepare.”

			She hmmed, a sound that reminded Abronja very much of Ursule Raken. “Such confidence for one so young. Have you earned it?”

			He said simply, “If not, I will.”

			“Well then.” The seer turned over the card and gasped, standing so quickly that her chair tumbled over backward. “This! This is not my card. Where did it come from? Did you do this? Who are you? What are you?”

			Shaking now, Abronja turned the card to face him. It showed a creature unlike anything he’d ever seen, a winged, six-legged beast cobbled together of other body parts. It most resembled the illustrations he’d seen of dragons, but there was something dark and twisted and diabolical about it, something unnatural. Upon its back sat a robed and faceless figure all in black, and at the bottom of the card, lying limp on the ground, was Rishannon, queen of the Elves.

			“Brona!” the seer said, her voice ragged and strange as her gloved hand clamped down around his wrist. “Go, now! He is coming!”

		

	
		
			Seventeen

			Abronja ran. He ignored Verloic and the others, did not bother to speak until he saw Evestil.

			“To the queen!” he shouted. “Hurry!”

			To his credit, Evestil immediately understood and took point, leading Abronja toward the castle. The market became merely a series of obstacles as they dodged shoppers and signs and carts. It was a relief when the street cleared and they could run flat out. All around them, the night went on, seemingly normal and filled with a happy and ignorant populace, but Abronja’s heart roiled. He knew enough of seers to understand that this was no ploy for more coins, no misunderstanding or misreading. The queen was in danger, and time was running out.

			“What’s happening?” Karthian said, catching up with Pharilee and Verloic running along behind him.

			“The queen,” Abronja muttered. “Attack.” Without another word, they all put on a new burst of speed.

			The palace came into view as they rounded a corner, and Abronja saw nothing out of the ordinary. No shouts, no plumes of smoke, no fleeing gardeners. They skidded to a stop at a side door, and Evestil looked to Abronja.

			“The queen is under attack,” Abronja told the guard. “Call—” He paused; he knew little of such things. “Everyone. All the guards.”

			“Are you certain?” the guard asked.

			Abronja felt the full weight of this question, the stares of Evestil, Karthian, Pharilee, Verloic, and the guard. He did not yet comprehend the truth of the attack, but he had heard the seer’s voice change, felt her bone-deep fear and the panic in her clutching fingers. He had not believed Ursule Raken, so long ago, or at least he had decided that his own interpretation of the future was worth more than hers.

			He would not make that mistake again.

			“Yes. It is the king’s assassin.”

			With a nod, the guard pulled out a whistle, and Evestil entered the hallway and navigated to the first split path as the queen’s dogs began to bay outside.

			“Where do we go?” Evestil asked. “Where is the attack?”

			Abronja closed his eyes, sending out his magic. He’d never attempted this before, reaching out as if with the fingertips of his mind, hunting for aberrations in the very fabric of life, but he knew his father had such a skill. He felt his friends like stones in a road, each of their magicks with its own unique shape and flavor. He felt similar bright spots throughout the castle, Elves who could connect to whatever energy gave them their singular abilities. He sent his magic into the tunnels that ran underneath every inch of the palace complex, down where the king had been attacked.

			He felt nothing—

			Nothing dark or unusual.

			Plus, his father had seeded the tunnels with his alarms, and if there were minions of the Spectre Telle down there, Rishannon’s guards would’ve been swarming the palace like angry ants.

			He thought back to the seer’s flipped card and remembered…

			That thing. It had wings.

			“It will come from the sky,” he said. “Where is the queen? Where is the palace most vulnerable from above?”

			Evestil ran to the nearest guard. “Where is the queen?” he asked.

			The man did a double take, frowning. “Who are you to ask?”

			“I am the personal guard of the son of the High Lord of Paranor,” Evestil said, squaring up. “And we are trying to stop an attempt on the queen’s life. Where is she?”

			“The council chambers,” the man said, unimpressed. “But do not act foolish. She is with the High Lord. There has been no alarm. You embarrass yourself.”

			Evestil looked the man in the eye and coldly said, “We will both remember this moment.” Then he shook his head and took off at a run. Abronja followed him, but now with a tremor of doubt.

			He did not know the seer, did not know if she saw true. The cards might be read in any way. They had suggested that Abronja currently wrestled with a conundrum—well, and who would seek a seer if they didn’t have one? And then they had seen a tragic past, but perhaps the seer had noticed the shiny pink burns on his hands and the sadness in his eyes. And that last card, which she’d claimed did not belong to her?

			That was simply impossible.

			Intricately hand-painted cards did not appear out of nowhere.

			Did they?

			There was a chance, he realized now, that he was leading his friends on a wild goose chase, and that by the night’s end, he would be remembered as the young fool who’d lied about an attack.

			Well, fine, then. He had lived through one fall from grace. He could survive another.

			But if that dragon-thing and its master attacked the queen when she was vulnerable?

			That, she would not survive. Not without magic—and lots of it.

			They passed through a pair of grand double doors and into the foyer Abronja remembered, the hallway just outside the chamber where the Elven High Council met. The doors to the chamber were open, and the area was filled with robed Elves coming and going, talking and yawning.

			“Where is the queen?” Evestil asked an elder guard, who looked him up and down.

			Why? Abronja wondered. Why did they doubt the young and certain?

			“Returning to her quarters, most likely,” the guard said with a shrug. “She is with the High Lord and her personal guard.”

			“She is under attack,” Evestil told him.

			The guard looked around. “No one has sounded the alarm.”

			“They will,” Abronja growled.

			Evestil pushed through the crowd with Abronja right behind him. He did not dare pull a weapon here, in a hall full of high-ranking politicians, but he patted his cloak, comforting himself with the touch of his knife, his throwing stars. Again he sent out his magic, and although he did not sense the Spectre Telle’s darkness, this time he felt the glimmers of his father and the queen, two bright moons in a sea of smaller stars. Evestil was heading directly for them, and realizing what was at stake, Abronja prepared his speech. He did not wish to look ridiculous in front of the queen, and it was becoming highly likely that it was going to happen anyway.

			Evestil threw open a door, and Abronja’s body slammed into the hot, still air of the summer night, which now felt as thick as a brick wall. They were in one of the gardens, and up ahead, Galaphile and Queen Rishannon walked along a moonlit path, deep in conversation and surrounded by six guards in black cloaks.

			“Father!” Abronja called, nearly out of breath now.

			Galaphile and the queen stopped and turned to face him, the guards expertly shifting into a protective wedge around them.

			“Greetings, Abronja,” the queen said. Her voice was light, but he felt her unease, her pause. “What troubles you?”

			Ah, yes. Like him, the queen could sense emotions. Right now, that meant worry warring with doubt, glazed with a sense of infatuation and an overlay of absolute terror. Abronja would have to learn to put up walls around her in the future, but now, he hoped his sincere concern for her safety would dominate.

			“I come directly from a seer,” he said, struggling to steady his breath. “She warned of an attack tonight.”

			Galaphile knelt and closed his eyes, his hands sunk in the grass. “I feel nothing in the tunnels or the palace,” he said. “No dark magic whatsoever.” He stood and moved through the guards to put his hands on Abronja’s shoulders and look into his eyes. “Are you certain it was tonight?”

			Abronja wanted to tell his father everything—the seer’s words, the cards, the electric jolt that had passed through his body when she’d grasped his arm. But now, in the calm of the garden, surrounded by leery royal guards and watched carefully by the queen, it all felt quite silly.

			“The warning certainly seemed urgent,” he said, frowning.

			“Who is this seer, and what was the message?” Rishannon asked. “Perhaps there will be clues.”

			She was patronizing him, but he was right. He knew he was right!

			“There was a new card in her deck, one she did not recognize—”

			“Abronja, I see it!” Verloic cried, and everyone looked to where the young Elf knelt by a koi pond, staring down into the surface of the inky water. “There is a darkness, blotting out the stars—”

			And then a great shadow fell over the garden.

		

	
		
			Eighteen

			Fierce triumph rang in Abronja’s heart, even stronger than the fear he felt looking up at the winged monstrosity plummeting like a falcon from the clear night sky. All around the palace, arrows arced into the air from guards arrayed along the highest parapets, while shouts and horns of warning filled the air. Galaphile took aim at the beast and flung forks of electricity at it, but perhaps it was moving too fast—or maybe, like the bear, it felt no pain.

			Abronja reached out with his magic and nearly collapsed with understanding. This enormous creature was undead, like the bear, and upon its back sat the mage Abronja had feared all his life: the Spectre Telle.

			He was—

			Not Human anymore. Not alive, but not dead. He was a void, a chasm, an abyss. He was a being of pure will stitched together of nightmares. He was rage incarnate, a swirling vortex of fury and hate. Brushing up against his energy was like licking a lightning bolt, and Abronja staggered back and prepared his own magic. Not for the first time, he bared his teeth and wished his father had taught him more spells of defense—and attack.

			“Abronja, protect the queen!” Galaphile shouted. “Get her somewhere safe!”

			The beast was aiming for Rishannon, who, to her credit, had her knife out and appeared ready to fight. But where could Abronja possibly take her?

			With the Spectre Telle here personally, there was nowhere safe.

			Instead, Abronja joined his father, adding his own gout of blue fire, his hands out and fingers curled. Together, their magic built and magnified, and as the flying beast pulled up to avoid crashing and the queen dove to the side, out of range of its claws, the Spectre Telle came into full view. For the briefest moment, it was as if their eyes met, and yet…the Telle had no eyes. No face. There was only a dark shadow within his hood, and still Abronja felt as if his skin had become invisible, his heart beating out in the open for all to see. More than that, he felt—

			Regarded.

			Stripped and laid bare.

			Truly seen, inside and out.

			By something bigger, older, hungrier even than the Spectre Telle.

			And then the creature was flapping its wings, climbing back up into the night sky, peppered with hundreds of white-fletched arrows and enrobed in blue flames that didn’t seem to slow it whatsoever. The Telle, it seemed, had some sort of shield, and in one hand he clutched a book to his chest.

			The Ildatch.

			The words rose from somewhere deep in Abronja’s mind.

			The magic book his mother had mentioned, the one about which Galaphile refused to speak. Power rolled off it like mist.

			“The queen!” Galaphile growled through gritted teeth. “Abronja, get the queen to safety!”

			“She has guards,” Abronja retorted, still aiming his magic at the retreating beast. “But no one else has my magic.”

			He felt anger and disappointment rise in his father’s heart, but he no longer cared. Finally he was facing off with the monster who’d killed his brother, and he now had the skills to hold his own, thanks to his recent education and his own unique combinations of the elements. Abronja would not leave here—not until the Telle was destroyed.

			All around the garden, cries of alarm and fear rent the air, and when he dared look away from the Telle, he saw enemies scaling the garden walls and falling upon the guards with weapons swinging. But despite their rage and aggression, they were not alive. Like the bear, they were undead and powered by dark magic, and they fought with a reckless ferocity Abronja had never before witnessed. The Elves of Arborlon were valiant and well trained, and they met the enemy in kind, swords drawn and arrows nocked. But each time an enemy fell, it lay on the ground for a moment, shook briefly, then rose to fight again. Missing limbs and bristling with arrows, still the magicked corpses attacked with teeth and swords and knives, their eyes flat and empty, their mouths dripping black ichor.

			“Their heads,” Brona called, as loud as he could. “You must chop off their heads, or they will never stop attacking!”

			Because that was the only thing that had stopped the bear, wasn’t it?

			He’d sunk his hands deep into its throat and sawed through, cleaving the skull from the spine until the head tumbled to the ground and the beast finally disintegrated.

			Galaphile let his arms fall now that the flying creature was out of range. He spun, wreathing a nearby undead Troll in blue flame. “The beast he rides is a Skelter,” he informed Abronja. “Undead. It was alive when last I faced it, but the Telle has worked his dark magic upon it. I have never succeeded in harming the Skelter, and it will be even stronger now. We have to go for the Telle, pull him down so that he can’t escape. When he dives again, hit him with flame, and I will—”

			An arrow slammed into Galaphile’s shoulder, and he stumbled back.

			“Father!”

			Abronja caught Galaphile, holding him carefully.

			“I’ll live,” Galaphile said, attempting to yank the arrow from his flesh. It was stuck—barbed—and he grunted and snapped off the end of it. “Get ready!”

			The Skelter was indeed diving again, the Spectre Telle raising his hands to deal his own brand of magic. Abronja put every ounce of his power into the flame that erupted from his spread fingers, aiming for the Telle instead of his beast. Still the Telle kept his shields up, but Abronja could feel that this act cost him. He could defend or attack, but he could not commit to both actions at the same time. Glancing at his father, Abronja saw that Galaphile was using his magic to call the twining vines from the nearby wall. The green curls slithered across the grass, past undead things shuddering on the ground and Elves soaking the earth with their blood. Somewhere nearby, Pharilee screamed, and Karthian called her name.

			Abronja could not focus on them.

			He had to keep the Telle in his sights.

			This man—this thing—this monster—had kidnapped his mother, crawled inside her, threatened Abronja’s life before it had even begun. He had killed hundreds at the Great Siege of Paranor. He had sent his lumbering bear into the forest to take Ional. He had slain the Elven king in his own home, and a dozen more guards besides.

			Abronja wanted nothing in the world so much as to see the Spectre Telle dead and torn to shreds like a rag doll. To run his hands through the cavity of his chest, to feel the heat of his blood cooling on his fingers—

			“Hold him!” Galaphile warned as the Skelter landed in the grass, its great claws tearing wounds in the garden’s holy soil.

			And Abronja felt a strange new sensation, the flames of his anger burning hotter than ever before, fueled by his hate. It was like a forest fire catching a field of dry grass and spreading with exponential power. The moment his renewed fury hit the Spectre Telle in the form of a fiery blaze, the creature…

			Faltered.

			The Telle was actually surprised.

			And that was good, because Galaphile’s vines wrapped around the Skelter’s six legs, thick greenery curling around every claw, braiding ropes around its body, holding it down so that no matter how hard its massive, leathery wings beat, it could not take to the air again. As the Telle urged his steed into the sky with increasing urgency, Abronja’s lips curled into a smile. With his left hand, he continued to lash his enemy with a gout of blue fire, but with his right, he made a grand, sweeping gesture that sent a gust of wind slamming into the Spectre Telle. It was a trick he’d been practicing in secret—using each hand to perform a different spell—and it was immensely satisfying to see it in action. Caught by surprise, the Telle flew off his mount and hit the ground.

			“Guards—behead this thing!” Galaphile called, gesturing to the struggling Skelter. He sent his vines climbing up its legs and around its mouth, muzzling it with flowers and glossy green leaves before turning his attention to its master.

			“The queen!” he commanded Abronja yet again. “Keep her safe. Let me handle this, I beg you!”

			“We will handle it together!” Abronja told him.

			He knew his father wanted both him and Rishannon off the killing field, but he also knew that if Galaphile died here while he himself cowered inside the palace, Nirianne would never, ever forgive him. Already Ional’s death stood between them, their once strong bond now stiff and awkward. But without Galaphile, Nirianne’s life would be truly empty. Paranor would be without its leader, and the peace they had so carefully created could not possibly last.

			No, Abronja would stay here and do his part to keep the High Lord safe. He glanced about for Evestil, but there was too much killing, too much blood. All the queen’s guards looked alike while fighting, whirls of sharp blades and swirling dark cloaks. He couldn’t see the queen, in any case; perhaps someone had already taken her to safety.

			Galaphile was stalking around the back of the downed Skelter, his hands up as he approached his enemy. Abronja went the other way, skirting the creature’s face. It tried to snap at him, but it couldn’t open its vine-wrapped mouth. Its eyes were flat and black, empty but sharp, shivering with hate. Around its side, the Spectre Telle came into view, on his hands and knees in the grass, casting about for something he could not find.

			And that’s when the Skelter’s tail broke free of its vine cage and slammed into Galaphile, knocking him into the air. He flew like a child’s doll and landed, unmoving, on the ground.

		

	
		
			Nineteen

			The world slowed to a crawl and shrunk to a tunnel. There was Abronja, and there before him was the man, the thing, that had ruined his life.

			Abronja grinned and did something the Spectre Telle did not anticipate: He threw his knife.

			The Telle had put up his magical shield against electricity, but he was not protected from the spinning silver blade. It slammed into his chest and sunk in up to its hilt. But Abronja knew his enemy couldn’t be killed by a simple piece of metal, as did the Telle himself.

			“You little fool—” the Telle began in a mocking voice like smoke in a cave.

			That’s when Abronja aimed a burst of electricity at the knife.

			The Spectre Telle was not expecting this sort of attack. He fell back, lightning crawling over and through his body, and Abronja whipped out his throwing stars one by one and threw them into the Telle’s flesh with his right hand while holding the arc of lightning with his left. The blue light connected each metal shard in a web of energy, cocooning the Telle as surely as a rabbit caught in a net.

			Still feeding more lightning into his enemy with his left hand, Abronja stood over the Spectre Telle, staring down at—

			Wait.

			Beside the writhing body lay the Ildatch.

			That was why the Telle had been casting about on the ground; he must’ve lost the book when Abronja’s magic threw him from the Skelter. Grinning, his spell unwavering, Abronja knelt and collected the book with his other hand, shoving it into the front of his tunic. It settled against his chest, seeming to cling to his skin like the cold, sticky belly of a frog. He could feel its magic reaching out for him, sending out inquisitive feelers, but he resisted them. The book would not find a way into the temple of his body; he was too pure and good to relent. The Ildatch would find only fallow ground there.

			Fierce joy and triumph shivered through Abronja as he stood over the Spectre Telle. His enemy lay helpless on the ground, his body trapped by the lightning, the energy weaving through him and around him, a cage of electric thorns.

			In this moment, he noticed that the Spectre Telle was smaller than he’d imagined.

			Smaller, and more pathetic. Slight, formless, writhing like a grub.

			Abronja knelt to pull a sword from the hand of a slain Elf and prepared to slice off the Telle’s head, but then he heard a sound, perhaps the only sound in the whole world that might distract him at a moment such as this:

			Queen Rishannon screaming.

			He glanced over his shoulder to find her between two of the Telle’s minions, their foul hands besmirching her dress, holding her by the upper arms as they dragged her toward an open door in the garden wall.

			The moment Abronja’s head was turned, the Spectre Telle exploded upward, knocking him backward and cutting off the lightning. Abronja barely had time to throw up his own magical shields before the Telle lashed out with a spell that would’ve sliced him in half like an invisible blade. He felt the Telle’s power clash against his own, probing his magical armor, and he slashed out with his sword, aiming for the Telle’s throat.

			His enemy disappeared and reappeared just out of reach—a trick Abronja knew himself. Abronja did the same, shifting right as the Telle sent a gout of fire to the place where he’d been standing.

			Abronja did not want to play this game, hitting tit for tat until someone made a mistake.

			He had to save the queen, protect Galaphile, and kill the Spectre Telle.

			The queen screamed again, shouting Galaphile’s name as she broke free from her captors and ran toward the castle.

			Abronja dropped the sword, dove to the ground, and sunk his hands into the dirt. Concentrating on where the queen stood, he opened a cleft in the earth, dropping her neatly into the chamber below. He hoped it was a comfortable one, that she’d landed on a bed or a couch and not hard stone, but that was a problem for another day—and a problem for simple healers. He had used his magic to find an open space in the subterranean structure and moved her to a safe area, and now he closed the chasm over her head so that the Spectre Telle’s minions couldn’t reach her. The two that had been chasing her stood there in the grass, utterly befuddled to find their prey missing.

			Sensing the magic building nearby, Abronja rolled out of the way, avoiding the Spectre Telle’s next burst of fire. As the Telle took aim again, Abronja crawled underneath the Skelter, wedging himself under its belly. The beast’s legs were still held tight by Galaphile’s vines, although he could feel the magic beginning to loosen as Galaphile remained unconscious. That wouldn’t do. Reaching out yet again, he opened the ground under his father and dropped his helpless body into the secret tunnels as well. The second the chasm sealed shut, he felt the Spectre Telle’s disappointment and anger ring in the air like a bell tolling the dead.

			That was three of Abronja’s goals accomplished: He had saved the queen and Galaphile and acquired the Ildatch. Now it was just him and the enemy, and he could end things with no further distractions.

			All around the garden, Elven guards grappled with undead creatures—Gnomes, Humans, Trolls, Mwellrets, and even a few undead Elves. Most of the Telle’s fighters were Gnomes, but they had a ferocity and tenacity unlike anything Abronja had ever witnessed. Many of them had received seemingly mortal injuries, had lost limbs or were peppered with arrows, and yet still they fought. Mushrooms and fungus bloomed from their wounds, resealing their flesh. Dead guards lay all around, their blood coating the flowers and topiaries. It was an unspeakable tragedy—the kind Abronja had hoped never to see, that his parents had dedicated their lives to preventing.

			But this was why he had pushed himself so far with his magic, why he had practiced and studied and secretly experimented. This was why he was alive: to end this creature once and for all. When he brought word to his mother that the Spectre Telle was truly dead and gone, she would look at him as she had before he’d lost Ional. As if the sun shone from her eyes, falling softly on him, bathing him in love.

			Still on his belly, he took aim at the Spectre Telle’s legs where he stood and pulled him down into the earth, tightening the soil around his body to stick him in place. The Telle seemed off-kilter without his Ildatch, as if he had lost his armor and his confidence both. His arms flailed as he struggled, up to his thighs in the ground. Abronja used that moment of confusion to send another gout of electricity into the many metal blades sunk in his enemy’s body, and the Telle flopped onto his back, his knees up and his legs still firmly stuck.

			“Evestil!” Abronja cried, hoping his friend could hear him. “Melt—”

			A gout of energy slammed into the Skelter, knocking it over with such force that Galaphile’s vines gave way; the Telle was trying to free his beast no matter the cost. As Abronja struggled to his feet, he realized that he didn’t need Evestil’s metal magic. He had been trying to tell his friend to melt the blades inside the Telle’s body—

			But Abronja was powerful. Why not do it himself?

			Until arriving in Arborlon and practicing with Evestil, he had not given much thought to working magic with metal, but he was certain he could do anything Evestil could do and more. He had talents the Elves could not yet fathom. With a wave of his hand, he reached into the Telle’s body and heated his weapons red hot, sending their very essence deeper into his enemy. His knife and throwing stars were liquified into lava. The Telle screamed—a horrible, inhuman shriek—and writhed as smoke rose from his shuddering body.

			Hearing his call, the Spectre Telle’s undead minions came running. They amassed around him, swarming over and all about him like ants until Abronja couldn’t see what was happening. The Skelter struggled to its feet and shook off the vines even as Abronja blasted it with more gouts of air to knock it asunder. The clot of undead bodies moved toward the Skelter, throwing the Spectre Telle onto the back of his flying companion. Abronja took aim, but the Telle’s minions turned from their master and focused on him, and it took every ounce of his energy to fight off the dozens of hands, the hundreds of clawed fingers and black-rimmed teeth. As the Skelter’s wings beat the night air, propelling the beast upward, Abronja called all his power into his hands and sent an explosion of air outward, scattering the undead creatures. But he had no choice but to watch, stunned and wounded, as the Spectre Telle flew away.

		

	
		
			Twenty

			Galaphile tossed and turned, trapped in a world of nightmares. The Spectre Telle taunted him, haunted him, hunted him, ran long, cold fingers up his spine. Tiny points of darkness awoke and stirred in Galaphile’s body, turning like seeds in spring and sending down roots of evil. One by one he pinched them off, a farmer fighting never-ending weeds. The Spectre Telle had sown him with horrors, and his unconscious body was in a fight to the death.

			For a seeming eternity he focused inward, cleansing himself of the Spectre Telle’s magic, and then finally his eyes opened on a lantern-lit chamber.

			“There you are,” said a soft voice, and he rubbed sleep from his eyes and looked upon an elderly Elven healer with long white hair who sat beside his bed, knitting. She put away her work, and her hands hovered briefly over his body. “You gave us quite a scare.”

			“My son. Does he live?” Galaphile asked, sitting up. “And the queen?”

			The healer smiled, her dark eyes crinkling. “They both do, and are well. Thanks to your courage and Abronja’s magic, the plot was foiled.”

			“And did the Spectre Telle escape?”

			Galaphile knew the answer in his heart, and it was confirmed by the healer’s troubled frown. “He ascended on the back of his beast, I fear. His minions remained behind, but then they all suddenly turned upon each other until there was nothing left—probably as a way to prevent us from examining them or the magic that fueled them. The garden is wounded, as are many of our guards. Filled with poison, growing a crop of horrors. We tend to their bodies in the infirmary as our mages cleanse the greenery outside.” She dipped her head. “But this is Arborlon, and we are a strong, patient people. You and the Young Lord have saved us.”

			Galaphile frowned. “The Young Lord?”

			“Word of Abronja’s role in the fight spread quickly. Your boy fought cleverly and well, and he saved the queen—and you. Since we know you as the High Lord of Paranor, the public began calling him the Young Lord. The people wish to hold a parade for you both, when you are well enough. Without Abronja’s warning and your quick thinking, the queen would be dead, along with all the guards. And who knows what those foul things might’ve done, running amok in the city?” She gently tapped his leg, which was splinted and wrapped tightly in cloth. “But you should eat and drink. You’ve been unconscious for nearly a week, thanks to a knock to the head. Your leg is broken, I’m afraid, and you’ll wear the scar of that arrow in your shoulder all your life. I did my best to heal the outside but couldn’t reach what ailed you within.” She raised her eyebrows, waiting for further elucidation.

			“He poisoned me,” Galaphile said simply. “With his dark magic, just as he poisoned Nirianne long ago. But it has been extinguished, and now I am well. Thank you for tending to me. Your skills are much appreciated.” He attempted to swing his legs over the side of the bed—

			The healer blocked him with an arm. “Your job may be complete, but mine is not. You were grievously wounded, my lord, and you need to stay in bed. Your brain is still recovering, and that leg will not support you. The bone was snapped in two.”

			Galaphile blinked at her, his brow drawn down. “I understand your concern, but I am needed elsewhere.”

			The old healer shrugged and removed her arm. “I won’t tie you to the bedpost, but if you leave, you won’t get far.”

			He accepted the cup she offered and drank deeply, but he had no time for food or lying about in the infirmary. Much had changed while he’d been lost within himself, and he needed to know the full scope of the battle and its aftermath. Now that he had looked upon his old enemy with his own eyes and felt how far the dark mage’s magic had progressed, he knew that their rivalry could only escalate until one of them perished. From Ional to Gendronane to this attack, the Telle would not give up until he had what he wanted. Galaphile had to assume that his ultimate goal was to kill Galaphile and all those he held dear, then take Paranor for himself, ending forever the dream of peace in the Four Lands.

			Although the healer disagreed with his plan to abandon his bed, nevertheless she provided him with a pair of crutches cushioned with fur. Movement proved more ponderous and challenging than expected, but Galaphile did his best to hurry to his usual chamber. He needed to find his son, and he had to see the queen, but his worry for Nirianne dominated his thoughts and clutched at his heart. She was weeks away from being reached by even the fastest messenger, and he had no better way to communicate with her, to let her know that the Spectre Telle was indeed active and on the attack, and that she would undoubtedly be on his list of targets. Galaphile wanted to beg for the queen’s fastest horse and take off at a gallop, running nonstop until he reached his love, but even if his body were capable of that journey, which it was not, he knew that would leave Rishannon and Arborlon unprotected. He was needed in both places and felt split down the middle.

			Galaphile reached a set of stairs and looked down at his stiffly wrapped leg. Hanging on to the banister, he slid to sitting, gritting his teeth. In his hurry, he had not wished to acknowledge how weak he felt, but the healer had been correct: He belonged in bed. There was no way he could ride to Nirianne, even if it was the right thing to do. And traveling in a wagon would take forever. Perhaps the queen would send Aelia again to bear his message.

			Embarrassed, dragging the crutches along with him, he maneuvered down the steps and limped along the hall until he found a guard. “I need to get to my quarters,” he said. “Could you—”

			“Father!” Abronja appeared, putting an arm around Galaphile and bearing him up. “I thought I sensed you nearby. I was told you would be in bed in the infirmary for at least another week, but it appears you had other plans.”

			Galaphile swallowed down his annoyance at being spoken to like a naughty child—something he had not even experienced when he’d been an actual child. “Yes, well, I’d like to recover in our personal chambers instead. And I’ll admit that I had to see you. They told me you’d survived the fight, but I needed proof.”

			Abronja chuckled easily; he’d always been confident, but now he carried himself differently, like a seasoned warrior. He even had a scar cutting rakishly through one of his eyebrows. “Here I am. I took no lasting injuries, other than to my pride when I wasn’t able to end the Telle for good.”

			“And the queen?”

			“I’m afraid she turned her ankle when she fell,” Abronja told him. “I used your old trick from the Great Siege and opened up a fissure in the ground so that she fell into the tunnels below. She landed on stone, unfortunately. Would that my skills were advanced enough to have slid a cushion beneath her.”

			They’d reached the door to their shared chambers, and Abronja helped Galaphile into his own bed. As his son fussed with the covers, Galaphile politely held up a hand. “Don’t cosset me. I’m in bed where everyone thinks I belong. Now, please, tell me everything.”

			And so Abronja sat beside him and told his long tale, starting with the seer in the night market. He had a storyteller’s flair, like his mother, and Galaphile relaxed back while he listened. Everything rang true, if a little hyperbolic, until the part where Galaphile himself was knocked unconscious. Then the story took on an almost mythic flavor. Abronja had apparently been practicing this part, or perhaps he had merely retold the tale so many times that it sounded more like a campfire story than an exact history. Galaphile was impressed with his son’s quick thinking and his novel combination of elements, but now he understood why his own leg was damaged and his skull bruised. Like the queen, he, too, had been dropped thirty feet straight down into whatever random stone tunnel lay far below. And yes, it had probably saved his life, but—

			What if he’d landed on his head? His neck? He might’ve died or been paralyzed. It was one thing to rescue the upright queen in such a way that she fell straight down, feet-first, but an unconscious man, his body recklessly dropped so far?

			It had been a risk, and now it was proven the right choice only by the grace of chance. If Galaphile had died, Abronja would’ve carried that on his shoulders forever. And yet all he seemed to feel was pride at his own cleverness. That worried Galaphile, who had raised his son to be humble and responsible.

			Perhaps this “Young Lord” business was going to the boy’s head.

			And yet…he was a hero; there was no denying that. He had saved Galaphile, and Queen Rishannon, and dozens of guards, perhaps even the entire city. And he was very, very aware of that fact.

			“I’m glad you’re awake, Father,” Abronja said. “They’re planning a parade soon to honor me. To honor us, I mean. For saving the queen. Just a little celebration—riding through the city on horseback, that sort of thing.”

			Galaphile looked down at his leg, sticking out stiffly under the covers. “I am currently unable to ride,” he said, trying to keep his tone light. “Perhaps you should carry me on your shoulders?”

			Abronja looked horrified for a moment before realizing this was his exhausted father’s idea of a joke. “Yes, on my shoulders, like you used to carry me through Paranor. But you’ll have to put on clean socks first. I’ll never forget the day you told me I had stinky little feet.”

			They shared a polite chuckle, but Galaphile felt as if a great divide had sprung up between him and his firstborn, making things awkward in a way they had never been before. He had delighted in every part of Abronja’s babyhood and youth, savoring the chance to know this bright new soul that merged his qualities with those of his beloved life partner. Although he remembered very little of his own parents, he knew he’d been loved, and he wanted his child to feel that as well, to never, ever doubt it. Galaphile had helped Nirianne with swaddling and feedings, and he had often taken a toddling Abronja with him as he surveyed the ramparts or ventured deep underground with Sanitov to see what new wonders the builders had created. As the boy grew, they took long walks together, hunted together, talked of everything and nothing. Before this, Galaphile had always felt like he knew all that there was to know of his son, and that Abronja shared this deep connection.

			But this version of Abronja—

			He was different. Changed.

			A man now, having lost every vestige of the boy.

			That’s what it was, Galaphile realized. Abronja no longer looked up at him like he was a figure of great renown, like he was a hero.

			Abronja looked at him eye to eye, man to man.

			It wasn’t that he was disrespectful or rude; it was simply that they were equals now.

			Wasn’t it?

			Galaphile let out a yawn, and Abronja’s soulful blue eyes filled with concern. “You need more rest,” he chided. “The healers said you would be abed a bit longer.”

			“I know, I know,” Galaphile said testily. He shook his head and then gave his son an encouraging smile. “You did well, Abronja. I’m proud of you, and I know your mother would be, too.”

			Abronja had always liked praise, and Galaphile thought that he might beam and sit up a little straighter. But his son merely said, “I know, and I’m glad.”

			Something had changed, Galaphile thought. Something more than just the maturity that came with facing an enemy and surviving. Something was different, but he did not know what it might be.

			

			—

			Abronja left his father sleeping, went through the secret door to the inner chamber, passed through several more guarded rooms, and knocked softly on Rishannon’s door.

			“Come in,” she called. She was at her work desk, not dressed in one of her shimmering gowns of state but simply clad in a fine tunic and leggings with her hair pulled back under a slender circlet. Seeing Abronja, she smiled. “How can I help you?”

			The first time Abronja had stood in her presence, he had felt like a young boy in the grip of an all-consuming infatuation, but now that he had saved her life, things were different. With Galaphile unconscious, Rishannon had asked Abronja to work closely with her guards to coordinate her safety and had suggested that his magic was the only thing that stood between the Elven queen and their mutual enemy, the Spectre Telle. Abronja wore the same uniform as a royal guard, and he’d been given only the finest weapons to replace those he’d planted in the Telle’s body, their metal melted within him by Abronja’s newest magical talent. Now Abronja wore an Elven-forged sword and knife and carried even more throwing stars. He regretted the loss of the knife Jirrix had gifted him so long ago, but its replacement was finer and bore the stamp of the royal crest, which was no small thing.

			“Galaphile is awake,” he told her. “Or he was, for a time. He must’ve escaped the infirmary. I found him just past the stairs, barely conscious, and brought him to his bed.”

			Concern wafted from the queen like the whisper of white flowers; Abronja was learning her moods, and each one came with its own perfume. “Barely conscious? Have you alerted the healers?”

			“He is sleeping again. I sent a guard to let the infirmary know.” Abronja looked down, worried. “I fear that my activity will bother him as he convalesces. Is there perhaps another room nearby where he might be installed?”

			She cocked her head and laid down her quill. “Are your current quarters not sufficient for two?”

			Abronja had learned to shield his emotions from her, and thus he knew she did not sense his frustration—or his lie. “My obligations require me to come and go at all times of day and night, as you know. He needs sleep, and I would hate to disturb him. The healers have suggested he will recover best in low light, and our chamber is quite bright. And, of course, I must practice my skills daily, which can be troublesome.”

			“I see.” The queen tapped her long, elegant fingers on the desk. “There is a chamber nearby that might do. It is smaller, but he will not be disturbed. Do we know how long it will be until he is fully restored?”

			“The healers did not hazard a guess, but he barely made it a thousand steps before he collapsed. He has a head injury, an arrow puncture, and a bad fracture in his leg. Resting will speed his recovery.”

			A warm smile. “Then I will make sure he has everything he needs. Now, tell me: Have your seers uncovered any new information?”

			Abronja sat down nearby to brief the queen on his Circle of Seers, as he called it. In addition to Verloic, who had escaped the attack with a few scrapes but no serious injuries, the circle included her father and grandmother, plus Azzir from the academy, Oonah from the night market, and one of the guards, a man named Lindorn. They were still learning to work together and meld their vastly different methods of probing the future, but so far, they had determined only two things:

			The Spectre Telle was hiding in the mountains, and he planned to strike again.

		

	
		
			Twenty-One

			Perhaps the queen didn’t currently have great political power, but in the castle, her word was law, and a bevy of servants was always ready to do her bidding. An alternate chamber was thus immediately prepared for Galaphile to convalesce in tranquility, and when Abronja helped him limp there, he was glad to see that it was dark and cozy and quiet, the perfect sort of place to encourage rest. What Abronja most appreciated was not the physical space away from his father or the invalid’s blessed proximity to the infirmary, but the fact that now Galaphile would not be in the room where Abronja had hidden the Ildatch.

			It was a curious artifact of great power, and he knew that if his father were aware of its presence, he would demand that it be locked up, if not destroyed. Abronja was honestly surprised Galaphile had not sensed the book during his brief sojourn in their shared quarters, but perhaps his brain injury and general exhaustion had damaged his perception.

			Abronja recalled how his father had refused to speak of the Ildatch, but he himself was determined not to lose a valuable resource due to prejudice. After examining it thoroughly using his magic, Abronja believed the book to be neutral and, what’s more, he personally suspected that the Ildatch might be the key to understanding their enemy and strengthening their defenses. An object, after all, was not good or bad; it was merely a tool—or, in this case, a weapon. Much like the sharpest sword, in the hands of a blackguard, it could cause harm, but when wielded by an altruistic person who had safeguarded their heart from evil, its power might be used for good.

			After the fight with the Spectre Telle had concluded, Abronja limped into the tunnels below to confirm that Queen Rishannon and Galaphile were both out of immediate danger, saw Galaphile settled in the infirmary, and then secretly took the Ildatch to his chamber. The book clung to his chest, the ancient leather soaked in his sweat and blood and pressed so hard into his flesh that its hinges left dents in his skin. When he placed it on the table, he could feel the power radiating from it, surrounding it, as steady and ever-present as a heartbeat.

			Ah, but Abronja was clever, and he did not immediately trust an artifact that had dwelled for so long in his enemy’s hands. Sitting across the room, Abronja had reached inside himself, as his father often had, hunting for any seeds of darkness the Spectre Telle might’ve planted in his body or soul. Although he had never performed this scan himself, he had paid careful attention on his last birthday, studying the way his father seemed to move his consciousness through the nerves and veins and bones like a guard with a lantern scouting through underground tunnels. Abronja soon found several spots of darkness waiting, tiny and still, like grubs asleep in the soil. Using his magic, he pinched them out one by one and then scanned again, satisfied that he was cleansed. Funny that his father had sought those small sparks for years, and yet it was Abronja himself who had finally found and destroyed them.

			Certain that he was clear of the corruption of the Spectre Telle, he approached the Ildatch and sent out his magic yet again, probing the book for similar signs of darkness. There was power there, and a certain…knowing. It reminded him a little of the mountain cats back home, who were aloof and inscrutable, always watching. A mountain cat might be friend or foe, predator or hunting partner, depending on how it was approached and by whom.

			“What are you?” Abronja asked, running his hands over the book.

			Like a cat, it met his query eagerly. It was curious, filled with energy and potential.

			Power, Abronja reasoned, wished to be used.

			His task, as he saw it, was to end the Spectre Telle for good. Galaphile alone had failed to do so, and in this last fight—his first with their mortal enemy—Abronja had employed several new techniques and still had not proven strong enough to end things decisively. He needed to become more powerful than the monster that had taken his brother and assaulted his mother; he needed all the magic and knowledge he could accumulate. Some people said ignorance was bliss, but ignorance was never a good thing, except to the oppressor. Abronja needed knowledge. If the Spectre Telle had learned all his tricks from the Ildatch, then Abronja could learn them, too, and thus become the superior mage and ultimately triumph, thereby making the world safer for all and living up to his father’s expectations while upholding the quest given to his family by the King of the Silver River.

			But he would be careful. He was mature and reasonable and cautious. Abronja was no fool, and he was confident that he had the mental fortitude and goodness to prevail. He would not use dark magic, nor let himself be used by it. If the Ildatch attempted to seduce him in any way, he would close it and take it to his father to be locked away or destroyed. But for now, he would begin with a few pages, a few words. He would get a feel for the tome that had made his enemy so powerful, and thus would he learn more of the Telle’s particular flavor of magic.

			The cover opened with a slight creak, and Abronja felt the book gently stir. It was aware of him, watchful, but it did not reach out or call to him. It merely waited with an inquisitory sort of patience to see what he would do. That was a good start and further supported his supposition that the book itself might be neutral. Knowledge, after all, was not inherently good or bad. Abronja realized he’d been holding his breath in anticipation, preparing himself for some sort of magical onslaught, and now he breathed out in relief and allowed his mind to relax. These were merely words, written down by some mage long ago. This was history, of a sort, and Abronja had been taught to respect history. He turned the page, mesmerized by the way the letters rearranged themselves on the ivory paper, as earnest as little birds settling on a branch. Power thrummed up through his fingers, as if the book liked to be regarded, as if it purred under his touch.

			Still, he kept up his shields. Abronja would never trust the Ildatch, but he would use it, carefully and with an open mind. He would use it to destroy his enemy.

			After some indeterminate time, a knock sounded on the door. Abronja startled and sat up, blinking furiously. How long had he been reading the Ildatch? He stared down at the open book, the letters completely unfamiliar. He must’ve fallen asleep. He did not remember the last thing he had read.

			“Abronja, it is dusk,” Evestil called.

			Ah, yes. He was part of the queen’s personal guard now, charged with protecting her with his magic, and it was time for the next council meeting.

			“I’ll be with you shortly,” he called.

			Standing, back cracking, he looked around the chamber, hunting for a proper hiding place for the Ildatch. If the Elves found it or discovered that he had acquired it, there would be controversy, but for now, no one in Rishannon’s court knew with any certainty that it existed, much less that it was in his possession. He seemed to recall reading something in the Ildatch about a spell of concealment, so he flipped through the pages until he found it. The unfamiliar words slicked his tongue, but he felt the odd, cold tinge of the book’s magic as the spell surrounded it, wrapping it in a blanket of silence.

			Now, it did not look like an ancient, magical tome but might’ve been any recent book, simple leather with a gilded spine. It did not give off that yearning pulse of magic; in every way, it appeared utterly inert. Still, he used his magic to shift a stone in the floor and hollow out enough space to hold the book. Once the covering stone was replaced, even Galaphile would not be aware of the book’s presence. A handy spell, that.

			Outside, Abronja found Evestil waiting in his uniform, his arm still in a sling after the fight. “You look like you just woke up,” the Elf noted.

			“I did,” Abronja replied, as he certainly felt like he’d been napping.

			“We’re all still recovering from that fight. And what a fight! Karthian always wanted a dashing sort of scar, and now he gets to tell prospective lovers he sustained his injury protecting the queen from the Spectre Telle.” Evestil laughed, and Abronja laughed with him. Together, they waited at the queen’s door, and when she emerged, Abronja stood tall and smothered a gasp.

			Every time he beheld her, she had somehow and impossibly grown more lovely. Tonight she wore a glimmering dress of indigo that left her shoulders bare, and her hair was pulled back to show the elegant lines of her neck. Abronja was enveloped in her scent, light flowers and sugared sweetness; he held out his arm, and the queen took it, laying her fingertips lightly along his forearm. He was getting better at cloaking his emotions from her, and he suspected she was doing the same. It was a delicate dance that gave him hope; one only concealed emotions if there were emotions that required concealment.

			“How was your afternoon, Your Majesty?” he asked as they walked, three guards before them and three behind.

			She sighed. “So many writs. I never dreamed that life in a grand castle might involve so very much paper and ink. How is your father?”

			“He fares well. The new chamber is quiet and dark, and I believe it is doing him good. Thank you for your kindness in finding such a pleasant place for him to recover.”

			She dipped her head. “Galaphile has always been a friend to me and to Arborlon, and he will have everything he needs.” She lightly squeezed his arm. “I hear preparations for the parade are underway. Are you ready to be lauded, Young Lord?”

			It was said softly, playfully, and Abronja blushed. He couldn’t hide everything from her, especially when she caught him by surprise. “I am unfamiliar with such pomp, but it would be rude to say no, would it not?”

			She laughed lightly at that, and his heart danced to hear it. Everything about Rishannon reminded him of music: her laugh, her voice, the way her fingertips tapped when she was thinking, the lightness of her step. He had never been so attuned to the particulars of another person, and her gentle touch, just her fingertips laid atop his sleeve, made him giddy.

			“My job as the monarch is to give the people what they want whenever it is allowable,” she admitted. “They wish to celebrate, and who am I to deny them? We all need a hero to believe in, especially with an enemy threatening.”

			Did that mean…

			Rishannon thought Abronja her hero?

			By the gods, he hoped so. He yearned to ride out and slay a dragon for her, to descend deep into the earth and return with precious jewels and lumps of gold. He wanted to tame the wildest stallion, to sing down the birds to peck seeds from her palms.

			Ahead, something moved in the hall, and he whipped his arm away from her, preparing a defensive spell as her guards drew their weapons.

			“That’s not much of a welcome,” Galaphile said, appearing on his crutches. Abronja had been so focused on the queen that he had not been throwing out his magic, ensuring that the way ahead was clear. Not that his father was a threat, but Abronja was too canny to have invalids sneaking up on him.

			“Shouldn’t you be in bed?” Abronja asked, more sharply than necessary. Realizing his error, he immediately followed it with, “The healers warned you against doing too much. Mother will give me an earful if I am negligent in caring for the High Lord of Paranor.”

			Galaphile snorted. “No matter how far I go, that dreaded moniker follows me.”

			“We cannot choose what people call us,” Rishannon mused. “But I hope you are up to joining us. The council promises to be lively tonight.”

			“As always,” Galaphile said with a mischievous roll of his eyes.

			Abronja did not offer his arm to the queen this time. He knew his father still did not see him as a man and dreaded the thought of his teasing. Galaphile, he knew, would discourage any entanglement with the queen, which Abronja considered a shortsighted philosophy. To him, it was just common sense. What greater way to support the alliance of Arborlon and Paranor than through marriage? What Rishannon needed most was a protector, both from the Spectre Telle and from those amongst her people who wished to see her forcibly remarried to one of their choosing. If she had a strong king, she would have better control over the council, and if Abronja lived here, in Arborlon, there would always be someone in place to defend against the dark mage and his forces. As a powerful spellcaster and a half-Elf, even a younger one, Abronja was the perfect candidate.

			All Abronja had to do was win her heart.

		

	
		
			Twenty-Two

			The day of the parade dawned sunny and cool, the world glittering with dew. Galaphile stood at the window, working through the healer’s prescribed leg exercises as he gazed out at the garden that had been defiled by his old enemy, the Spectre Telle. He’d always suspected that the Telle had survived their last encounter at the Great Siege and had been in hiding, licking his wounds and planning his next move. The moment he’d felt dark magic in the forests around the plateau, Galaphile had recognized the particular stench of the mage who had kidnapped and tortured Nirianne and nearly destroyed Paranor. He had known that murdering Ional would not be enough to quench the Telle’s craving for revenge—that the craven act had just been the beginning.

			And still, when the Skelter descended and dozens of undead soldiers clawed their way into the garden, Galaphile had been surprised. It was one thing to expect something for nearly twenty years, and another thing to finally face it. Although he had fought gallantly, the Telle’s power had increased exponentially since their last meeting. Before, they had collided with the strength of two rams butting horns, but this time? It was like being swept away in a landslide. Galaphile might’ve felt shame if he had not been wise enough to recognize that he was outclassed. Although he’d practiced his magic and sought to strengthen his spellcasting in the interim, the Ildatch had clearly graced the Spectre Telle with new skills that Galaphile did not yet know how to counter.

			The garden, like him, carried wounds. Wherever one of the Telle’s warriors had fallen, the grass and trees had turned black and withered away, polluted by foul mounds of refuse and populated with poisonous fungi. Although the Elven mages had done their best, some foulness had still remained, deep in the ground. Abronja had been asked to cleanse the clinging seeds of the dark magic that the Elves could not reach, but he did not have the interest or skills to revivify the greenery. Even now, Rishannon’s green-thumbed gardeners were using their knowledge and magic to nurture the areas denuded by black ichor and coax nutrients back into the soil. In a few places, tiny green shoots already poked upward, encouraged by last night’s rain and reaching for the summer sun. Bringing the garden back to life required the combined efforts of dozens of mages over the course of weeks, each doing their part to push back against the destruction wrought by the Telle.

			Galaphile shared the Elves’ hope and tenacity, but he was conflicted. He disagreed with today’s festivities but had been the lone dissenting voice. Everyone else, including all twelve members of the Elven High Council, wanted a celebration; the people demanded it. They had driven away the Spectre Telle, it was true, but not just he and Abronja—all of Rishannon’s guards had fought valiantly, and many of them had lost their lives. Few of the guards had escaped without their own wounds, and the infirmary was still overcrowded. Galaphile was glad to be in his own space, but he found that he was oddly hurt by Abronja’s suggestion that he be moved away and into his own quarters. As a boy, Abronja had always looked up to him, his eyes shining, and had been eager to spend time with his beloved father. Now, Abronja was taller, busier, and quite certain of his convictions, and Galaphile’s opinions didn’t seem to carry much weight. He felt almost…discarded.

			There was a knock on the door, and Abronja entered before Galaphile could extend an invitation. His son was in high spirits, holding a stack of folded clothing.

			“For the parade,” he said, placing the clothes on a table. He held out his arms to show his own festive raiment. “Dashing, is it not?”

			Galaphile did his best to look enthusiastic as he held up an elegant robe. “Dashing indeed. That’s kind of the queen, to send along such finery. And will my palanquin be pulled by unicorns, do you think?”

			Abronja chuckled. “They can probably find a white horse, if you’re that keen.” He joined Galaphile at the window. “Something troubles you, Father. You’re worried about Mother, aren’t you? Worried the Telle will take his fight to Paranor?”

			That and a thousand other things, Galaphile thought but did not say.

			He was indeed worried about Nirianne, desperately so. He wanted to gallop home and protect her with his body, protect all that they’d built at Paranor. At the same time, he longed to gather Rishannon’s canniest fighters and fastest riders and hunt the Telle, drive him to ground wherever he was hiding. He could do neither; he couldn’t ride, just now, not with his leg broken. The queen had sent a rider, but who knew when she might arrive at Nirianne’s door? And even if Galaphile found the Telle, what could he do? The supposed High Lord had proven insufficient to the task in the garden. Before he faced his foe again, he needed more magic, more spells, more protection.

			It was ironic; greed was what had created the Telle, and now, in order to beat him, Galaphile, too, was left craving more power.

			The difference between them, of course, was that the Spectre Telle hungered for power no matter the cost and was willing to bargain with evil to get it, whereas Galaphile was determined to seek strength through education and practice. He could only hope Nirianne had been successful in her quest to gather an array of people with magical abilities. Perhaps they might have something like an academy, a group of like-minded individuals who could share their knowledge and raise one another up so that collectively they might burn all the brighter. Maybe someone among them could teach Galaphile new magic. Or perhaps, with their powers combined—

			“It weighs heavily on me,” Galaphile said. “We had a seer’s warning, two talented mages, several Elven spellcasters, and the queen’s greatest fighters, and yet we only barely survived by the skin of our teeth, and still our enemy escaped. If the Telle flies to Paranor, if he beats the queen’s messenger…” He trailed off. Abronja knew all this, and the look of pity on his face suggested he was trying to be patient. Galaphile changed the topic before his son attempted to comfort or patronize him. “Speaking of which, how goes your Circle of Seers?”

			As Abronja told him about the various personages assembled to help the Elves better anticipate the Telle’s next move, Galaphile changed into the robes he’d been given. He had never enjoyed fancy clothes, and he felt a little ridiculous, like a doll being dressed up. They walked together down the hall, with Abronja adjusting his stride to accommodate Galaphile’s use of crutches. They were soon joined by four young Elves, and Abronja’s easy greetings suggested he knew them well. Galaphile did not know how Abronja spent his time these days or with whom. Even when they’d shared the same chambers, there had been multiple hours every day when he’d attended a meeting to which his son was not invited. Since the attack, Abronja had dutifully visited him, but they had not spent much time together. Galaphile felt almost as if he were losing his son.

			But, well, wasn’t that the way of sons? A baby needed constant attention, a toddler demanded it, a child experimented with independence, a teenager pushed boundaries, and an adult was meant to leave home and strike out on their own. Galaphile himself had not experienced this normal progression; his parents had died early, when he was only seven, and he had become a miniature adult, his entire existence dependent only on his own ability to survive. There had been no one to give him the attention he required, no one to provide boundaries he might push. He had never rebelled; he’d been too busy staying alive, and there was no one against whom to rebel. And then, once he’d established himself as a man, he’d lost everyone in the massacre and had to start all over again.

			No, Galaphile had little experience with the transition from boy to man. All he knew was that he missed the closeness he and Abronja had once shared. Ional’s death had changed their relationship, but Galaphile had worked to strengthen their ties and make it clear that his love and respect for his son had never faltered. On the trip across the plains, he had been content to see Abronja wake up again, smile again. And he should’ve been happy for Abronja now, happy that the boy—no, the man—was finding his place in the world, making friends and deepening his studies.

			And yet, something was bothering him, and he couldn’t quite put his finger on it…

			“And here are our heroes,” Queen Rishannon said, beaming, as they approached her in the foyer.

			“You were part of that fight, too, my lady,” Abronja reminded her, giving a courtier’s bow.

			The queen dimpled and fluttered her fingers politely. “Today we celebrate you, the mages who turned the tide. I do hope you will join us at the banquet afterward, if you do not find the parade too tiring.” She turned to Galaphile. “It is good to see you during daylight hours and outside of council chambers. The healers tell me you follow all their recommendations outside of the one that suggests more rest.”

			Galaphile inclined his head. “Your safety will always come first. We are all working to fight our mutual enemy.”

			“I appreciate your commitment to Arborlon. And today, I celebrate it.” Rishannon swept out an arm. “Now go and try to get comfortable—they are waiting for us.”

			The queen was ushered off to her mount, while Galaphile was led to an open carriage pulled by two snow-white horses that rather resembled the unicorns he’d joked about. Abronja rode ahead of him on a grand destrier so sleek and black that Galaphile could barely look directly at its flanks in the sun. And beside Abronja rode the queen on a dapple gray that matched Abronja’s mount in size and splendor. She had a fine seat, and her dress draped over the horse’s dancing body, falling almost to the ground and rippling in the wind. Behind Galaphile’s carriage, dozens of guards rode or walked or sat in open carriages of their own, some still wearing slings or gauze wraps, and all in good spirits. At the very front of the parade, a band marched in lockstep wearing high hats with feathers, playing a lively tune, and behind them came dancers and acrobats in gauzy dresses with swirling ribbons.

			With a jingling of traces and the creak of wheels, the parade began, leaving the castle and rumbling along the fine roads of Arborlon, directly down Main Street. The populace crowded close, thousands upon thousands of Elves shouting and waving pennants and throwing flowers that rained down like soft snow.

			“Look! Look! It’s the queen! And the Young Lord!”

			Abronja turned from side to side, waving and blowing kisses and laughing. The queen rode more sedately, allowing the young man to drink up the spotlight. Galaphile wished, not for the first time, that he had Nirianne’s way with emotions, that he could intuit how Abronja might feel about the queen. As a man of the world who had performed many diplomatic missions, Galaphile could see the queen doing her duty as a gracious host, but the way Abronja snuck glances at her and kept his horse just a little too close so their knees might have occasion to brush together suggested he felt something between them that was more than just courtesy. If Nirianne were here, she would know, and Galaphile missed her wise counsel.

			Queen Rishannon was quite beautiful, and any young man might find himself overcome in her presence. She was young for the Elves but likely a century older than Abronja, and it was unlikely she would dally with him for an entire host of reasons, political, cultural, and personal. Still, Galaphile could not fathom a way to bring up this issue without embarrassing or angering his son, and he would not be the one to break Abronja’s heart.

			“The High Lord of Paranor!” the crowd shouted, calling Galaphile back from his thoughts, and he dutifully smiled and waved because that was what they desired, and it would be rude to do otherwise.

			The parade route followed the main roads of Arborlon in a loop, ending back at the castle. All along the way, Galaphile was highly aware that they were in perfect position for another attack, especially from above. He could plant his magical tripwires in the tunnels and streets and even as far as the tops of the trees, which he did as they moved through the city, but he could not fix them in the air. If the Spectre Telle again rained down magic from his flying Skelter, his three main targets would be easily caught, out in the open and at the mercy of panicking horses, a stampeding crowd, and the constriction of formal raiment. Again and again, Galaphile stared up at the clear sky, waiting for a shadow to block the sun. Abronja, he noted, did the same. It was a clever gambit, bringing together the Elven seers to help parse the future, but Galaphile knew very well how little a seer might be able to tell on demand, much less how well any vision could be interpreted. The next attack would come, but how or when was a total mystery.

			When his carriage was once again under cover of the castle, Galaphile breathed out a great sigh of relief. His bruised arm lay heavy in his lap, exhausted by so much waving, and his cheeks ached from smiling. No tragedy had struck, which was triumph enough, but he was troubled by Abronja’s obvious feelings for the queen and uncertain how he might intervene without further driving a wedge between father and child. He knew that his relationship with Abronja was at a crossroads, and he wanted to support and encourage his maturing son as he ventured out to make his own future.

			No matter what happened, they would face it together, as a family.

			

			—

			Abronja felt like a bird floating easily on the wind, soaring high overhead. The crowd’s shouts and whistles and songs still danced in his head as he dismounted his borrowed horse, patting the stallion on his muscular neck.

			“He is a beauty, and so well trained. Do you know his name?” he asked Rishannon, who had slid off her own gray mare nearby.

			“Onyx,” she told him with a fond smile. “I take special interest in our breeding program and was there the day he was born. His line is known for their strength and kindness.” She handed her mare’s reins to a squire and went to Onyx’s head, running her hands down the horse’s long nose. “If you like him, I would be most pleased to gift him to you. The city of Arborlon and all my people owe you a debt we can never repay. Onyx is fast and hardy and will serve you well.”

			Abronja’s chest swelled, his throat tight.

			The queen of all the Elves was giving him a gift—a valuable, beautiful, meaningful gift. Breeding and raising a horse this fine, he knew, was no insignificant feat. She would not put her beloved stallion’s life into his hands unless she trusted him.

			“My lady, I am overwhelmed by your generosity,” he said, considering the beast’s kind, dark eye as Onyx regarded him in turn.

			“Perhaps he might sire a line of foals at Paranor—another connection between our peoples. Galaphile tells me there are many farmers in the valley now, and that you have a fine stable in the fortress keep with several Elven mares. I have not visited in several years, but I would like to think of our bloodlines merging.”

			Abronja understood her perfectly, his heart singing. He turned to the queen and looked down at her, his eyes tracing the softness of her hair, the curves of her face, until he held her bright gaze. Although she was quite tall for a woman, she was still shorter than he, and he liked this feeling, being bigger and stronger, a hero. “I would like that, too,” he murmured. “Although perhaps he can stay here awhile longer. I am not quite ready to depart a place I love so well.” His hand covered hers where it lay on the horse’s gleaming neck.

			Although she was doing her best to shield her feelings, he felt her surprise like a crack in glass. Her mouth fell open, her lashes fluttering as she was momentarily lost for words.

			“He will be fortunate to have his pick of mares wherever he goes,” Rishannon said, stepping back with a gracious bow and leaving Abronja’s hand to drop. “He is young and strong. Such a fine specimen will, of course, always find admirers. My gray mare, on the other hand, is too old for such things and, like me, must be content to dwell alone. Her dancing days are done.” She gave a slight bow of her head. “Thank you again for your commitment to the safety of me and my people. Arborlon is grateful for your protection and our continued alliance with Paranor, and I cannot tell you how well I value our friendship.”

			The queen briefly opened all her walls and allowed him to feel the true depth of her heartfelt appreciation—and her utter lack of romantic feelings. Then the walls came back up. She turned and left the stable, taking his heart with her.

		

	
		
			Twenty-Three

			Abronja did not realize how much he’d looked forward to his time with Queen Rishannon until he came to dread it. She thought him a young, silly fool, and she had done her best to let him down easy. Now, whenever he was near her, his cheeks flushed pink, and everything he said sounded outrageously stupid to his ears. After the parade, the queen made certain that Galaphile joined them for breakfast every morning so they might not be alone together, and Abronja was forced to make the most egregiously vacuous small talk. He no longer held out his arm when he escorted her through the palace halls alongside Evestil and the other guards, and all Abronja could think about was how foolish he must seem to her, how immature and assumptive.

			He continued to meet with his Circle of Seers, but even together, their ability to see the future was scattered and random. They were quite certain that the Spectre Telle was in the mountains somewhere, living underground in a series of tunnels. But the Four Lands were not lacking in mountains, and no one knew in which direction the enemy had fled, so this information was utterly useless.

			The Ildatch remained hidden in his room, and more and more often, he sought its counsel. Just holding the ancient tome seemed to reinvigorate his mind and body, as if it shed magic like a glass sweating water. It was a challenging book, its words seeming to shift and rearrange themselves as they pleased, and studying it took great concentration and will. Brona would open the book and, moments later, look up at a knock on the door only to find that hours had passed. Every morning before breakfast, he scanned himself for more of the Telle’s magic but found nothing. His soul was clean, his intentions were good. But his attitude was resentful.

			“Father, can we please continue our magic lessons?” Abronja asked one day, and not for the first time. “Magic is the only thing that can best the Spectre Telle, and I know you have spells you haven’t yet taught me.”

			But Galaphile, who could still only walk with crutches, firmly said, “I have taught you all that I know. You have progressed further than I had, at your age, and I feel sure even Cogline would be pleased with your accomplishments. I know it seems like there must be some magical weapon that would allow us to best the Telle, but if there were, I would’ve already ended him for good. I am just as frustrated as you are.”

			“Then how do we find him? How do we fight him?”

			A weary sigh. “We continue with our plans. Your mother will collect wise and learned folk in Paranor and search for magical artifacts, and you will encourage your seers to look deeply, and I will meet with the Elven High Council and support the queen, and when the Telle attacks again, we will know more.”

			“But that’s not enough!” Abronja argued. “We must go on the offensive. We must fight—”

			“Unless you wish to go out on horseback looking for a hole in the ground, I’m not sure how to accomplish that goal. I know it is frustrating, but defense and preparation are currently our only options.” Galaphile took a deep breath, and Abronja tensed.

			Whatever his father said next was going to be something he did not think his son wanted to hear.

			“Abronja, the queen mentioned that perhaps you had developed—”

			Abronja held up a hand. “Please, I beg you. Do not remind me. I dared to hope, and that was my mistake. I don’t wish to revisit the topic.”

			But Galaphile went on. “Her station would never allow it. And she is a century older than you—”

			“Stop!”

			They both froze. Abronja had never raised his voice to Galaphile before, but then again, Galaphile had always respected his feelings before.

			“My son, it is only natural—”

			“I’m leaving.” Abronja stormed toward the door, but it refused to open. Instead of using his magic to unlock it, which would’ve been childishly easy at this point, he spun around and glared at Galaphile. “You cannot force me to stay here and listen as you attempt to embarrass me further. I’m an adult, not a child. Move past it. I know I have.”

			Galaphile stood, his face stern. “If you wish to be treated as an adult, you must act like one. Storming around, interrupting? These are the tools of a toddler having a tantrum. Discuss this with me as men.”

			Abronja briefly imagined using his magic to knock a hole in the wall, but that would only offer further proof to Rishannon that he was young and immature. The Young Lord could not go around damaging castles just to walk away from uncomfortable conversations. Blinking away tears, his hands in fists, Abronja turned to face his father.

			“Go on and tell me how foolish I’ve been, then.”

			Galaphile took a step forward, but Abronja’s dark look stopped him in his tracks. “You have not been foolish—no more foolish than any young man with his first infatuation. Love makes fools of us all. What matters is that you have the maturity to rebuild your relationship in a diplomatic and thoughtful way. The queen appreciates you and is glad to have you near; she has told me so many times. She values your skills. You should not throw away that goodwill just because you feel embarrassment.”

			“And what would you know of embarrassment?” Abronja asked. “Two women have fallen in love with you, according to your stories. Two great women have pursued you. What do you know of taking that leap? When have you ever been rejected? You were chosen by two women, then by the King of the Silver River himself, selected out of all the people in the Four Lands to be the High Lord! And the rest of us can only ever live in your shadow.”

			Galaphile’s jaw dropped. “Abronja, I never asked for any of this. My destiny was thrust upon me, and I have done my best to honor it. I always hoped you would be free to make your own choices.”

			“Well, my choice has politely rejected me using the convenient metaphor of an old horse, and I have not yet decided what I will next pursue.” Abronja shook his head and glanced around his father’s chamber. It was nice—nicer than his own, he saw now.

			And all about it were gifts from the queen. Rich clothing, a finely made brooch for his council robes, a writing desk and a rich, leather-bound journal stamped with the royal sigil in gold. Abronja breathed in deeply and smelled the queen’s perfume.

			“Was she here this morning, the queen?” he asked.

			Galaphile seemed genuinely perplexed. “Yes, we are both early risers, and she stopped by to inquire about my health before breakfast.”

			A claw of jealousy curled in Abronja’s chest. Since the parade, the queen had not knocked on his door or invited him to anything besides breakfast with his father as chaperone. His skills had only been requested in his role as a guard. She had made it very clear that their relationship could only ever be professional.

			So why had she been in his father’s room?

			His older, more mature father’s room?

			Could it be that the queen had spurned his interest because she was already entwined with someone else?

			No.

			No, Galaphile loved Nirianne and had always been loyal.

			And yet…

			It was like a rash spreading through Abronja’s body, the thought of his father and the queen.

			“Do you love her?” he asked, his lips twisting in disgust.

			Galaphile cocked his head, opened and closed his mouth. “You can’t mean…Queen Rishannon?”

			Abronja nodded slowly as the pieces fell into place. “When Aelia Jovesin arrived in Paranor, you were so quick to drop everything and ride here. When Mother decided not to join you, you didn’t fight it. You were glad to leave her behind. And now you remain in Arborlon even though you know the Spectre Telle might be attacking your beloved back home at any moment. You are always near the queen. You walk together. She visits your rooms. What other conclusions could I draw? She is beautiful, I’ll give you that.”

			Galaphile drew a slow and steadying breath, and when he spoke, his voice was low and deadly in a way Abronja had never heard before. “Abronja, are you asking me if I have been unfaithful to your mother—with the queen? Do you really think that of me?”

			Anyone else might’ve fought back, but Abronja could feel his father’s emotions, and he understood immediately that he had again been wrong. Galaphile was horrified at this accusation. Horrified, and angry, and insulted, and above all, hurt.

			When he’d spoken the words, it had felt so real, so shocking, a lightning strike of understanding. But now, with the accusation hanging in the air between them, with his father’s eyes glaring into his own, Abronja didn’t even know why he’d ever thought such a thing.

			Galaphile and Queen Rishannon?

			The only thing more ridiculous was Abronja and Queen Rishannon.

			“No,” Abronja said, his head dropping. “No. I don’t know why I said that.” He reached for the door again, and this time, it opened, but he didn’t leave. “I’m sorry, Father. I don’t know what’s come over me.”

			Galaphile hurried to him on his crutches and drew his son into a caring embrace. “You are young and hurt and experiencing so many things for the first time. I can’t imagine the pressure you are under, both as my son and now a protector to the queen. But you are not alone. I am here with you, and I love you.”

			Abronja could not relax into his father’s arms. He felt brittle and sad and, again, mortified. “The hardest part is seeing her every day,” he said quietly. “My true feelings—they don’t change. Wanting something I can’t have is like being punched in the gut. And I tell myself it’s over, but I can’t stop that feeling.”

			Galaphile pushed the door closed and sighed. “Growing up is never easy. Finding your place, choosing your destiny.”

			Abronja took a shuddering breath as he realized tears were running down his cheeks. “When I thought she might care for me, I felt so open, as if all the world were waiting for me. Now, I feel as if I’m locked in a cage. I want to run, but I’m held back. I want to fight, but the enemy is a shadow. I want more, but more of what? I feel like a glass constantly on the verge of shattering.”

			“I think I have a solution.” Galaphile pulled away and looked into his eyes, and Abronja felt his love, his warmth, his hope. “What you need, my son, is a quest.”

		

	
		
			Twenty-Four

			The moment the decision was made, it was as if the weight of a boulder fell from Abronja’s chest.

			He was returning to Paranor as a hero with a mission.

			It just made sense. Paranor needed to know about the Spectre Telle, and fast. Yes, a rider was en route, but she didn’t have Abronja’s understanding of the enemy. Nirianne and Krunce needed all the information they could gather regarding how their enemy might attack and how he might be repelled. The fortress needed more magical alarms, especially underground and now overhead. They needed aerial watchmen. They needed a strong defense, someone who could stand toe to toe with their aggressor.

			And what’s more, Abronja had already contributed to the next step of his mother’s plan. In collecting the Elven seers, he had found several wise Elves who could join Nirianne’s new council. Just spending time in the Canny Owl, he’d learned of teachers and mages with great powers who might contribute to the cause, many of whom—like him—wanted to be an active part of their ruling body rather than letting all the decisions be made by politicians who were often woefully out of touch.

			Abronja was tasked with leading the wise folk and historians of Arborlon back to Paranor, along with a cache of magical artifacts and books, plus various histories the Elves had collected in their many centuries at their current home. Along with the additions to Nirianne’s council, plus Aelia and her Elven Hunters and Evestil and his friends, Abronja would make the journey to Paranor while exploring new ways to fight the Spectre Telle.

			It sounded very grand from the outside, but on the inside, Abronja’s feelings were a tangled mess. He felt important, leading this delegation and taking vital news to Paranor, and he would be glad for the chance to escape the cage of Arborlon, where he took all his orders from a now-cold queen or his father. Still, being sent away was being sent away, even if one was leaving for the loftiest of reasons. And although he knew that Galaphile was not interested in Rishannon romantically, still, it seemed awfully convenient, getting Abronja out of the way right after the accusation had been brought to light. Or perhaps the queen simply did not wish to see his face again? Things had been awkward between them ever since that day in the stable. Her diplomatic skills were strong, and they were both adept at hiding their feelings, but Abronja doubted he would ever be easy in her presence again, or she in his.

			Rishannon did not stop being beautiful and clever and sweet, but Abronja understood now that she did not perform for his sake, and now it seemed almost fake. The connection he’d felt did not exist; she was polite and kind to all and gracious to her guests. He, on the other hand, had been silly enough to think it was personally directed at only him. Whether he was in Arborlon or not, she would continue being what he considered the perfect woman, would braid her hair and put on glamorous dresses and dab on her perfumes and lightly laugh at any courtier’s joke. To the queen, there was nothing special about Abronja, and that stung. He was special, and he knew it. He was a hero. He was handsome. He was strong and talented.

			And yet she had rejected him.

			Kindly and with the utmost grace and respect, but that didn’t change anything.

			Still, she did not withdraw her gift. Abronja found Onyx curried to a high shine and saddled, and his second-string horse was likewise impressive—a blue roan with a tail so long it had to be braided and tied double. He knew this was a message, showing that he was honored and appreciated, but he would’ve preferred a personal send-off from the queen to gifts that cost the wealthy nothing. She had as many horses as she wanted; losing two, even grand ones, was no great sacrifice.

			Leading this mission would be no easy feat. Their caravan would include dozens of horses, several wagons, guards, and civilians, many of whom had never left the confines of their well-protected city. The party was well provisioned, but the weather would be unceasingly hot, and they would be moving more slowly than they had on the journey here. They would need more food, more water. And the presence of the wagons would suggest to any war bands they passed that something valuable was being transported across the plains. Abronja was confident that he was up to the task, but he had no illusions regarding its difficulty. The trail would be treacherous, and already the clouds were threatening heavy rain.

			“You’ll have Aelia and her Hunters,” Galaphile reminded him, standing nearby with his crutches. “Remember to always set a watch at night. Look out for ambushes. It might be a good idea to send a scout—”

			“I know,” Abronja told him, but with a smile. “You’ve already gone over everything at least three times. You’ve taught me everything you know, and I fully plan to follow your wise counsel. And if I didn’t, Aelia would give me an earful, I’m certain.”

			Galaphile leaned his crutches against a post and hopped over to Abronja, grasping his shoulders. “I know you’re ready, my son, but I’m not sure if I’m ready. I’ve enjoyed traveling with you and spending time with you in Arborlon. Your mother needs you, but I need you no less. I know you will continue to practice and learn, and my greatest hope is that you grow beyond me.”

			Something shifted in Abronja’s chest. “Father, you sound like you’re saying goodbye for the final time.”

			Galaphile patted his cheek, and Abronja saw tears in his father’s eyes. “I’m beginning to understand that when you’re a parent sending your child off into the world on their own, you must treat every goodbye like it might be the last one.”

			Abronja was pulled into a hug, and the crush of his father’s arms reminded him that Galaphile was no old man, no frail and tragically wounded Human. He was still strong and vital and very young for his kind; he did not look much older than his son. Once his broken leg healed, he would again be in the prime of his life. It was strange for Abronja to be only eighteen—well, nineteen now!—and to have lived through so much; to feel so young and old at the same time, so confident but so unfit, so excited but also so very frightened.

			“I’ll miss you, too, but I’ll see you again,” Abronja said, eyes closed and head pressed against his father’s. “Soon Arborlon will sort itself out, and you won’t be able to stay away from home any longer. Mother needs you, and Paranor needs its High Lord.”

			Galaphile snorted. “Until then, it has its Young Lord.”

			A genuine laugh as they pulled away. “It’s a little ridiculous, isn’t it?”

			“People need to name things. Especially when they’re creating something from nothing. Everyone needs to feel like part of a story.” He clapped Abronja on the shoulder. “And now you start a new chapter. Travel safely and give your mother my love. Oh! And this.”

			The scroll he withdrew from his robe was tightly sealed with wax. Abronja accepted it and tucked it into his own robe. He still wore the queen’s livery, but he was starting to look forward to the simple, more comfortable clothes he’d packed in his bag.

			And tucked in his bag along with those clothes was the Ildatch, wrapped in oilcloth and snuggled down deep under all his other belongings and several other books. The spell it had shown him had indeed done an excellent job concealing it from Galaphile, who even now stood close enough to touch it but still could not feel the powerful magic radiating from the ancient tome.

			Galaphile paused, looking about as if listening for a far-off sound, and Abronja briefly worried that despite the masking spell, his father sensed something amiss.

			“I keep feeling as if I’ve forgotten something of grave importance,” Galaphile said with a shrug. “I suppose it always feels that way when you part from your loved ones. Whether they leave or you leave, something is left behind.” He looked into Abronja’s eyes, and Abronja felt the love and pride radiating, but also…something else. Something he couldn’t quite place.

			His father was troubled, worried about something.

			But what that might be Abronja could not tell.

			

			—

			Galaphile stood there, watching until the last horse was out of sight. It took nearly as long as the parade, thanks to the long line of wagons and guards. This was the next step of his great plan, a new era for Paranor that might bring together all the wisdom of the races in peace and understanding and usher in an era of knowledge and education.

			Mages, Galaphile had come to realize, were a strange folk. Some were solitary and eccentric like Cogline, and some were ruthless and dedicated, like Starns, but they were few in number and did not generally gather together of their own free will. Other than himself and his son, Galaphile had never seen even two mages come together for the purposes of combining their powers. He couldn’t wait to see what Nirianne would create at Paranor with a whole stable of wise and talented folk, and he longed to be there to watch her vision come to life.

			Arborlon was a pleasant enough place, and Galaphile liked Rishannon and most of the council, but he had no close friends here. Although he was himself an Elf, he had not been raised in the city, and although he had made friends growing up, he had lost most of them to the massacre. He felt slightly othered here, although no one tried to make him feel that way. Having Abronja around had made things feel more homey and welcome, even if the boy’s moods were sometimes mercurial. He had grown so much in just a few years, and Galaphile worried that the loss of Ional had scarred his soul at a vulnerable moment.

			Watching Abronja blossom and grow in Arborlon had been a delight, even if the boy’s pride had perhaps swollen too much for comfort. It was dangerous to be declared a hero too young, Galaphile thought. Early success gave one a sense that such recognition was deserved and not necessarily earned through hard work and tenacity. Yes, Abronja had done well in the fight, but he could not rest on those laurels long.

			The journey to Paranor would be his next great test. Although Aelia Jovesin accompanied him with a coterie of well-trained guards and hunters, Abronja was ostensibly the leader, and he would be making the decisions that arose on the trail. There were wise sages among the Elves who’d agreed to join the council at Paranor, and even the younger travelers were handy with weapons and handpicked by the queen, so he would have advisers and defenders aplenty.

			So why was Galaphile so worried? Abronja had proven a model student on the trip here, and since then, his skills and confidence had only grown. They had not encountered a single enemy or monster when crossing the Streleheim Plains, and his current party was armed to the teeth.

			Of course, on their last trip, Galaphile had thought the Spectre Telle still in hiding, whether healing or resting. Now he knew his enemy was on the move, that he had plans in place. What those plans might be was anyone’s guess, and the Telle would have the advantage of the air. On his Skelter, he could safely scout the traveling party, and his minions might come from any direction. Perhaps they had undead horses now; if the Telle could animate a bear, anything was possible.

			Galaphile had rarely felt this helpless as an adult. He hated the feeling; it reminded him of watching his parents die, and of returning to the camp where Starns and his community had been slaughtered. He had dedicated himself to learning magic so that he might have the abilities to save the ones he loved when they were again threatened, but how could he do that when Abronja was traveling and Nirianne was even farther away? What was the point of being the so-called High Lord if all he did was sit in the Elven High Council meetings and argue with those who wished to see the queen deposed? And yet he knew this was the best way to support the peace he’d created in the Midlands. The Elves had turned the tide at the Great Siege, and their continued alliance was an example to all the races that working together proved more fruitful than bickering. He owed the queen, and he would continue to stand by her.

			Taking up his crutches, he returned to his chambers and lay down in his bed to rest; the healers were constantly reminding him that this was the fastest road to recuperation, and yet he ached to be on the move. Although he was careful to hide it, like Abronja, he was growing restless. If only his leg would heal, he could take a more prominent position in the castle and act as Rishannon’s guard, as Abronja had. She no longer walked alone in the garden, and now soldiers waited along the walls, scanning the skies. The seer who had warned Abronja of the attack, Oonah, did not wish to travel to Paranor and had instead been offered a place in the palace and asked to focus on the future and what it might bring. They were being careful. They were doing the right thing.

			And yet Galaphile knew deep in his heart that something was wrong. He had missed a clue, let something important slip past.

			Throwing back the covers, he took up his crutches again and returned to what had become Abronja’s room. His son had always been tidy and respectful, and so the room had been left entirely clean, right down to the piles of folded clothes on the crisply made bed. Galaphile still wasn’t sure why Abronja had evicted him from their shared chambers; he knew the boy needed privacy, but it had felt abrupt and awkward. Galaphile knew now that Abronja had been infatuated with Queen Rishannon and had, somehow in his frustration, assumed that Galaphile and the queen shared some sort of intimacy beyond a longtime friendship. Had Abronja merely been keeping himself close to the object of his affections while removing what he wrongly perceived as a rival suitor?

			Galaphile moved around the familiar room, hunting for anything unusual. He had stayed here on and off, with Nirianne and alone, over the last twenty years, but he knew it was kept as a general apartment for visitors. With Abronja departed, there were no journals, no sketches, no personal items. He checked under the pillows and mattress, pulled back the rug, poked around in the empty armoire. Nothing was out of place, and yet the energy of the room seemed off. It felt almost as if someone had just been furtively whispering and had gone quiet upon hearing a footstep in the hall.

			As he moved around the walls, Galaphile felt a stone shift under his foot. He knelt and lifted up the perfectly cut block to find a clean, dry space. There was no sign of what had been stored here, no substance left behind, no marks. But still Galaphile sensed a tinge of magic, as spare as the taste of a snowflake melting on his tongue, there and not there, both something and nothing.

			Abronja had hidden something in this spot, something magical.

			But what?

			And, before they’d parted, why had Galaphile not thought to scan his son for the seeds of the spreading darkness of the Spectre Telle?

		

	
		
			Twenty-Five

			The journey back to Paranor felt familiar and almost dull, compared to the journey to Arborlon. That had been Abronja’s first experience traveling far from home on horseback, and he had seen the world with new eyes. He’d been eager to behold the Elven kingdom for the first time and anxious for his father’s full attention. It was the perfect crucible in which to learn and explore magic, and he’d been relieved to venture away from a place where everything reminded him of Ional, including the look of hurt that always shone in his mother’s eyes—even when she professed to be happy.

			Abronja had seen these sights before, hunted these hills, gone through the motions of making camp. This time, it was slower and hotter and dustier, and there were more travelers to consider. Instead of swift Elven Hunters determined to save their queen and eager to make good time, Abronja found himself serving saddle-sore riders and elderly wagon passengers who found their arrangements uncomfortable and constantly asked him to change the weather. As much as he enjoyed riding ahead with Evestil, Karthian, and Verloic, he also had to answer to Azzir, Thravia, Ebenoth, and Lindorn, all of whom had never left the indulgent comforts of Arborlon before and who did not seem to understand that Abronja could not provide more padding for a wagon seat or enough sugar for a cup of tea.

			His happiest moments were those spent scouting ahead, galloping across the grasslands on Onyx to hunt elk or check for a water source. He loved the freedom of the open plains, relished the fact that there was no one in the whole world who could tell him what to do. Aelia Jovesin looked to him for answers and did as he politely asked, but she never attempted to challenge his authority. To the Elves, he was the Young Lord, their latest hero and the savior of their queen, and his commands were never questioned.

			Each night, they set up a system of guards, two people who stayed awake together and then woke the next guards for their turn. Even the wagon passengers had to do their part, and an Elven Hunter was often paired with one of the—

			Wise ones?

			Abronja didn’t know what to call them collectively.

			Perhaps Galaphile was right; new things needed names.

			For now, he would think of them as civilians because, by comparison, everyone else was a guard or otherwise trained to take orders. In any case, they had to do their part collecting firewood, bringing water, preparing food, and keeping watch. That way, the party began to feel more cohesive instead of further fueling their differences. Abronja still preferred the company of the friends he’d made at the Canny Owl, however, and he often scheduled his own watch so that he might enjoy spending time with another young mage.

			One night, he and Evestil were awakened for second watch, and they sat companionably a little away from the fire so they wouldn’t disturb the others. After the first few days of rain, the late summer weather had settled into pleasant doldrums with searingly bright, hot days and cool, clear nights. The stars were bright and low, the plains were quiet, and the moon was a sharp sliver of cheese. Nearby, the picketed horses dozed, their hooves cocked, and occasionally swished a tail or looked up with a sleepy snort.

			As ever, Abronja scanned the sky, but there had been no sign of the Spectre Telle or his minions, and none of the seers had seen a single sign to suggest their party would encounter anything more dangerous than a lame horse. Abronja had been sorry to leave Oonah behind, as her fortuitous warning had saved many lives, including that of the queen, but Rishannon had been quite firm that anyone who ventured to Paranor would do so by choice. Oonah had older parents to care for, and she had chosen to stay behind at the palace. Pharilee had stayed home for much the same reasons. Verloic, although not as powerful a seer as Oonah, had brought along a jug of Arborlon’s spring water, and at least once a day she poured it out into a silver scrying dish and consulted it. So far, she had seen only a happy homecoming.

			“Halfway there,” Evestil said quietly, picking up a handful of small rocks and tossing them one by one. “And we haven’t seen a soul. I grew up hearing tales of mad Trolls and fierce Gnomes raging across these plains, not to mention war parties of avaricious Humans.”

			“Other than the Spectre Telle, the world has indeed grown more peaceful,” Abronja agreed. “I fear you will find Paranor quite boring.”

			Evestil chuckled and playfully tossed a small stone at Abronja. “How could the mighty Paranor, the fortress of the Great Siege and the home of the vaunted Midland Peacekeepers, ever be boring?”

			Abronja stared up at the stars. Beside him, under his hand, the Ildatch rested snugly in his saddlebag, softly vibrating like a purring cat that only he could hear. “Well, let’s see. Pretty much everyone is over forty or under twelve, so there’s that. We have one real tavern, and it’s run by a cantankerous Dwarf who also happens to be my grandfather. He serves only beer and sour wine that will pinch your cheeks. Our market is roughly the size of Oonah’s tent in Arborlon’s night market. And the most interesting thing to do on a daily basis is go down to the training ground and let some new recruit try to give you a concussion with a wooden sword.”

			A snort. “Well, the way I see it, I’ve never lived a moment where I was taken seriously or seen for anything other than my magical abilities. The queen brought me into the palace to do her bidding, but that was my only value there, it seemed. We can actually do good in Paranor, Abronja. We can be part of something. We can help build the future. My city was constructed thousands of years ago. My great-grandfather used to meet his friends at the Canny Owl, and they haven’t so much as changed a door handle since then. I’m eager to see a place that is new, that is still becoming.”

			“Still becoming,” Abronja mused. “I suppose that’s one way to look at it. There is no way to know what this new council will do. They might want to make laws and rule, or they might run around like a bunch of goats, each following their own pursuits. No one has ever attempted this sort of thing before, and it could go horribly.”

			“Or it could save the world.” Evestil threw another stone, which Abronja easily caught.

			“He will destroy it.”

			They both looked up, hunting for the source of the words. It was Azzir, asleep by the fire. The old man had his hair up in a bun, his beard braided to keep it out of the dirt. He lay on his back with his eyes rolled up to show only the whites.

			“He will destroy everything,” Azzir said again.

			Abronja and Evestil rose and walked on cats’ feet over to where Azzir lay beside Ebenoth, who slept with bits of cotton in his ears as if this were a regular occurrence.

			“Who will destroy what?” Abronja asked softly, knowing that a seer’s trance could be a fragile thing.

			“He carries the source of his power. He will strike from within. He wears a mask.”

			Fingers of fear walked up Abronja’s spine, and he exchanged a confused glance with Evestil.

			“What more can you tell us?” he pressed.

			“The book is calling him.”

			“Who?” Evestil asked. “The book is calling whom?”

			Abronja imperceptibly twitched a few fingers, and Evestil fell asleep on his feet. Catching his friend, Abronja helped him gently to the ground, positioning his body as if he’d succumbed to his exhaustion in a normal sort of way. Abronja’s hands were shaking—his whole body was shaking—as the seer continued murmuring at the starlit sky.

			“It is the end and the beginning. It is rebirth. The decision was made long ago, a destiny crafted of time.”

			Azzir sucked in a deep breath and let out a long snore, and Abronja’s shoulders relaxed. When the old man had spoken of a book, he had immediately realized that his secret might be revealed. If the Spectre Telle was being called by the book, then he would know exactly where to find the caravan, which meant the book needed to be destroyed or discarded immediately. If Evestil knew about it, he would insist on doing what was best for the people in their care—and the world. Abronja had kept the book hidden, had not told even his closest friends about the object the Spectre Telle had dropped during the fight. He had learned so much from it already, and there was so much left to discover. The Ildatch, he was certain, was the key to beating the Spectre Telle once and for all.

			The enemy had studied this book for decades at least; of course he had more power and strength than the mages of Paranor! They had barely survived his last attack, and Galaphile had been badly wounded. They needed the book’s magic if they wanted any chance of overpowering the dark mage who wished to destroy all that Galaphile Joss and his family and friends had built.

			Still, the book had shown Abronja a spell to help conceal it, and hopefully that spell also worked against the Telle. Otherwise, what was the point?

			Alone now, the seer snoring gently, Abronja paced as he thought about what Azzir had revealed.

			He will destroy everything. He carries the source of his power. He will strike from within. He wears a mask. The book is calling him. It is the end and the beginning. It is rebirth. The decision was made long ago, a destiny crafted of time.

			Everything pointed to the Spectre Telle.

			It was already assumed that he wanted to destroy everything. His face, when Abronja had seen it, was like a canvas painted black, a void—which was a sort of mask. The book surely called to him; anyone who touched it would recognize the potential of its power, and Abronja could sense that one might study it forever and never uncover all its secrets. End, beginning, rebirth: cryptic, but exactly the sort of mystical but dire warning a seer would give.

			The only part that truly bothered Abronja was “He will strike from within.” Did that mean the Spectre Telle was going to attack Paranor from underground? There were certainly many tunnels, carefully crafted by Sanitov and his workers to take advantage of the volcanic warmth below the city built on the plateau. But Galaphile had long ago laced the area with meticulous magical triggers that would alert him to anyone approaching from the tunnels.

			Ah, but Galaphile was in Arborlon, wasn’t he?

			Even if he could sense magic approaching Paranor, there was nothing he could do about it. It would take several weeks for even the fastest rider to make the journey from Arborlon to the Midlands fortress, and by then, the enemy’s attack would be long over, for better or for worse.

			That, then, would be Abronja’s first task when he arrived home: to set his own perimeter alarms above- and belowground so that he might monitor the enemy’s approach himself, just as his father did.

			For a long moment, he stared into the fire, and it dawned on him that this was the first moment since they’d departed Arborlon when he’d been completely alone. Using his magic, he could sense that everyone else was deeply asleep. His hand snaked into his bag, and he paused. Did he really want to do this? Ever so subtly, Abronja added another layer of sleep to their natural one. No one would wake until he wished them to do so.

			He pulled out the scroll Galaphile had given him, a letter he’d written to Nirianne. So far, the scroll had rested innocently in Abronja’s bag, but he was painfully aware of its presence and deeply curious about what it might contain. Perhaps it was simply the usual endearments and an apology for staying behind. Or maybe there was something else, something Galaphile didn’t want Abronja to know. He could’ve simply told his son any news he wished to convey, or he might’ve given him an unsealed scroll. But now that Abronja held the scroll, he realized that it was sealed with magic, and he knew what he had to do.

			He used his own magic to open the scroll, read it through several times until he’d committed it to memory, and then resealed it.

			For a long time, he sat there, gazing into the fire, considering how to move forward, knowing what he now knew, the things his father had purposefully kept from him. Hidden from him.

			What he had read in the scroll…

			He would never forget it. It would live inside him, always.

			He released his sleeping spell and kept watch until dawn, and when Evestil woke, he apologized for falling asleep on the job.

			Abronja, of course, was all smiles, filled with understanding. “I’m glad you got good rest, my friend,” he said, clapping Evestil on the back and hoping he didn’t remember what he’d seen or heard before the spell had rendered him insensate.

			That night, after almost everyone else was asleep, Abronja performed his usual rounds, scouting around the camp to make sure everything was secure and protected. Evestil and Thravia were on first watch, excitedly discussing the vaunted history of metalsmithing, and Abronja made certain his back was to them as he stood over the sleeping Azzir. Silently he cast a spell that would render the old man voiceless until dawn. Perhaps the seer would offer some new prophecy, but Abronja couldn’t take the chance that he might reveal further information about the Ildatch to anyone else. Abronja had never considered himself a good liar, and if Evestil or Verloic asked him point blank if he knew anything about a magical tome used by the Spectre Telle, he wasn’t entirely certain he could convince them he was utterly ignorant.

			He would have to work on that.

			For now, he would make sure that the book reached Paranor undiscovered so that he might glean more of its secrets and build his personal magical armory. Azzir had made it clear that the Spectre Telle would be attacking them in the future, and that if he were allowed to triumph, the very fate of the world might be held in his twisted hands.

			

			—

			Abronja slept deeply. All around him, Elves dreamed of Paranor and the future. The horses breathed softly, the stars shone, and the moon lazily crossed the late summer sky. Azzir lay on his back, his braided beard slithering across his chest. His lips moved, his eyes open and unseeing, but his prophecy went unheard.

			“Azzir is dreaming,” Evestil said, nudging the old woman at his side and pointing. “I wonder what about?”

			Thravia chuckled. “Who knows? He’s always been a bit barmy, even when we were young. Look at him go! It seems to be turning into a nightmare, whatever it is.”

			Evestil made to stand. “Should we wake him?”

			The old woman shook her head. “No. Nightmares are just as important as the good dreams. They tell us what we secretly fear.”

		

	
		
			Twenty-Six

			Nirianne was at the construction site, watching the new tower take shape block by block, when a guard came running.

			“We’ve spotted a caravan!” the woman said, grinning. “Wagons and riders. Commander Jovesin is among them.”

			“And what of Galaphile and Abronja?” Nirianne asked, her heart alight.

			The guard nodded. “Abronja is leading them.”

			Nirianne suddenly could not breathe. “But not Galaphile?”

			“I’m sorry, but we don’t see him. Perhaps he is in a wagon? They carry passengers.” The guard’s head hung; no one liked to bring bad news. “I am sorry, my lady.”

			“Oh, stop with that ‘my lady’ business,” Nirianne griped, waving goodbye to Sanitov as she gestured for the guard to lead her. “Which gate?”

			The guard accompanied her to the northern gate, asking question after question about the new construction. For all of its growth over the past twenty years, Paranor was still a small place, at least compared to Arborlon, its size bound by walls and geography, and any new addition was major news. The wise folk, as they were called—those for whom the tower was being built—were considered a great curiosity as well. They mostly kept sequestered in their quarters, studying and talking amongst themselves, aside from the newest member—a cantankerous bard and historian named Cazan Obadir, who preferred to spend his evenings holding court at the tavern, telling stories as he puffed on his pipe.

			Ursule Raken had told Nirianne that Cazan carried time on his back, and now Nirianne understood that to mean that the man collected various histories from all over the Four Lands. He was a tinker and traveler, and his pack held dozens of tomes, even a few from the Old World. He knew more stories than anyone Nirianne had ever met, even in Whip’s End. And although most of his tales appeared to be apocryphal, they still carried little glimmers of the truth. Even the enigmatic Chelm would often sit in the tavern to listen to Cazan’s stories, although he mostly kept his distance from the wise folk and had declined to join the council that was forming.

			Nirianne could barely contain all her feelings as they approached the road. The guards were clustered around the gate, watching as a long caravan crawled up toward the fortress. Although Nirianne had trouble seeing up close these days, her far vision was still flawless, and she quickly identified Abronja riding on a splendid black stallion. As far as she could tell, the guard was correct; Galaphile was not among the riders, and if he was in a wagon, he was not visible. Two mountain cats traveled with the group, one in front and one in back, acting as an honor guard.

			“Oh, Galaphile, you fool,” Nirianne muttered, too nervous to hold still. “What have you done?” She briskly walked down the road and was pleased to see that the leading cat was her old friend Zephyr, who bounded up to touch her nose to Nirianne’s forehead.

			Since Ional’s death, Nirianne had found solace in the mother cat’s presence. Whenever she felt she could not contain her grief, she would venture down the craggy mountainside, and as if reading her mind, Zephyr would find her, and they would sit together in a private place and…well, mourn was the only word for it. Nirianne cried, and Zephyr leaned against her and sighed. They had both lost what they most held dear, and they were both too old for further children. Nirianne valued the old cat’s friendship. After the greeting, having done her duty, Zephyr signaled to the other cat, a younger male, and they departed down the mountainside.

			Soon Abronja stopped his splendid horse and dismounted, swinging down to stand before Nirianne and pull her into a hug.

			“Greetings, Mother,” he said. “You’re looking well.”

			Nirianne barely recognized her son. He’d been gone only half a year, and yet he had grown taller and sharper, as if life among the Elves had made him more Elvish. His ears seemed pointier, his cheekbones higher, his blue eyes still as clever and cutting as diamonds. He stood tall and easy, and yet…something about him had changed. Of course, change was the only constant for a child becoming a man, but Ional’s death stood as a dividing line between then and now. Abronja held himself differently, as if he were more formal, closed off. His embrace had felt almost performative, missing the warmth and closeness they’d once shared. He was hiding his emotions from her, holding himself aloof. But why?

			She couldn’t ask, but she would figure it out eventually.

			He had grown secretive since that night with the bear. She’d suspected he was hiding his pain and shame, and she had given him space. For now, she was simply glad to have her beloved son home and safe.

			“And you’re the spitting image of your father when he was younger. Look at you! How have you grown yet again? The people of Arborlon must’ve been feeding you well.” She gazed up at him, pride and love shining in her eyes, smiling more widely than she had since he’d left.

			“Father sends his love, of course,” Abronja said. He reached into his pack and withdrew a scroll. “And this.”

			“Why did he not join you?” she had to ask.

			He sighed, looking older than his years. “Can I tell you the whole story once I’ve had a hot bath and filled my stomach with something that isn’t roasted venison? The journey was good, but it was still a journey.”

			She pulled back with a nod of understanding, clutching the scroll as if he might suddenly snatch it back. “Of course. Your old room is unchanged, and your bed linens are fresh from the laundry. Oh! But in the next year, if all goes well, you’ll have your own apartments, if you prefer. Sanitov is building a tower for the wise folk, and I thought we might like to be close to the library.”

			Abronja’s old smile was back; he was delighted by this news—and relieved. “I remember beds. Much softer than the ground. Please, Mother, show me the way.”

			Things happened quickly after that. The horses were put up in the stables, the wealth of the wagons was unpacked into the temporary library, and the new wise folk from Arborlon were given temporary chambers in the barracks. Nirianne was always glad for something to do, but just now, she was also desperate for news. She could tell from Abronja’s expressions, if not his emotions, that something momentous had occurred and that Galaphile, while not in danger, was not well enough to travel, and she desperately wanted to know every detail of their time among the Elves. Her son was shielding his emotions from her with even tighter boundaries than before, which she understood, but which also made her feel a bit forlorn. Growing sons had to leave their mothers behind, but she wasn’t quite ready to experience the walls he’d constructed around himself. He was holding her away, and it was clear his skills in that arena had grown.

			Well, that was fair. She shielded her emotions from him, too. She never, ever wanted to hurt him, and she couldn’t help the pang of sadness that tolled like a bell in her heart every time she thought of Ional, which was constantly.

			Abronja ensconced himself in the bathing chamber, and Nirianne took the scroll into the room she shared with Galaphile and closed the door. The wax seal cracked open, and the paper unfurled. She smiled when she recognized Galaphile’s handwriting.

			
				My dearest Nirianne,

				First of all, I must apologize for not being there in person. I am quite certain you saw Abronja riding up, realized I wasn’t with him, and panicked. I assure you that I am quite well, aside from a non-threatening injury that would hinder my riding. If the queen’s messenger has not already done so, Abronja will tell you the story of how that came to be, so I will spare you the details here, only to assure you that I am well enough to be quite annoyed by the healers’ insistence that I take it easy.

				The bad news will not keep, and it is this: The Spectre Telle is indeed active and more powerful than ever. We have ample evidence that he was behind the assassination of the Elven king, and we witnessed his attack on the queen, which we thwarted—but just barely. Fortunately, Abronja was warned by a seer, and so we were not caught entirely unawares. Our son was the hero of that battle, and while I held my own, I sustained a brain injury and a broken leg, mainly as collateral damage to Abronja’s fight with the Spectre Telle. As we have previously discussed, he is still cocky and brash, but has become quite formidable, and thus the injuries caused by his strategy have been forgiven. His quick thinking came at my expense.

				You will be wondering why I sent him home instead of coming myself, and I trust you will understand that it was for his own good. Our son is infatuated with Queen Rishannon and has mistaken her kindness for returned interest. She has turned him down politely, of course, but he did not take it well and accused me of some things that you and I both know are not true, seeing me as some sort of rival. His emotions continue to be tempestuous, and his ego has swelled with his successes in Arborlon. It is my dearest hope that in Paranor, he will find some calm and develop patience. I believe collaborating with the wise folk might temper his youthful fervor and help him gain some perspective. What he needs now is solid work, something to keep his mind and body occupied so that he goes to bed each night too exhausted to contemplate what the world might owe him.

				We are in a unique position, you and I, for we alone in all the world have been assigned a destiny by the King of the Silver River. We know what we are meant to do, and I was informed long ago that this challenge would be difficult and heartbreaking. I have recently given much thought to how this might impact our offspring—how our clever, headstrong boy must discover his own destiny, his own passion. It is every son’s dream to surpass his father, and, well, how can he? What can he do that is of more value than bringing peace to the Four Lands? What approval can he achieve beyond that of the god who guides his parents? He can only ever walk in our footsteps and play second fiddle to our shared dream, and I worry that this eventuality is like poison in his veins. He has already disappointed us once in a way that can never be forgotten, so how can he redeem himself?

				I do not know the answer, and it troubles me more than I can say.

				I only want what is best for our boy, but he aims so high that I fear he will always be disappointed. He fought the Spectre Telle, our greatest enemy, but did not slay him. He courted the queen of the Elves, and he was rebuffed. He will have to choose easier targets if he ever wishes to feel any satisfaction, and we both know that is not in his blood.

				In any case, Abronja brings with him a variety of wise folk from Arborlon, including several seers. It was our son’s idea to weave a web of prophecy so that we might catch a flicker of the future and thus anticipate the Spectre Telle’s next move. So far, all we know is that he is hiding underground in the mountains and will attack again. In Arborlon, he struck first from the secret tunnels under the palace, then from the sky. My greatest fear is that the Telle has already come for you and succeeded, but if not, I beseech you to use all your cleverness and be ready. He might approach from any direction, but he has his flying Skelter still, although it is now bolstered by dark magic and will be harder to injure. His current undead minions, like the bear we found in the forest, bring their own poison that can infect those around them, and they are driven by the same mindless, feral rage that nearly destroyed Paranor in its infancy.

				Nirianne, beloved, the Spectre Telle nearly beat me this time, and if not for Abronja, I do not know where I would be, other than in the ground. We must find novel ways to fight our enemy. This new council of yours will, I hope, uncover answers through their study of magic, history, and prognostication. We will need all the help we can get. Alert the Trolls and the Gnomes and the Dwarves and the Human settlements, let them know that the aberration of the Spectre Telle is again awake and on the offensive. As he has already twice set his sights on the leaders of the Elves, he might come for any of the races at any time. He has a strategy, but I cannot yet fathom what it might be.

				I will remain here until Rishannon’s reign is secure and my leg is fully healed, and then I will return to you with haste. I miss you with every fiber of my being, and I appreciate the work I know you are doing to preserve the peace we have helped create. Our beloved son is at a crossroads, and although he will attempt to hold himself away, I pray you find a way to reach him and help him cross this divide. We will need him for what is coming, but the version of him we need requires a level of patience, humility, and wisdom he does not yet exhibit. I am so proud of him, but…my love, I fear for him. Sometimes, I even fear him.

				This scroll is magically sealed so that only you can open it. I would suggest you burn it after reading, as my thoughts are for your eyes only.

				All my love and hope,

				Your Galaphile

			

			Nirianne read the letter through, again and again until she had memorized it, enjoying the flavor of Galaphile’s words. She could hear him in her mind, feel his concern and pride and sadness. He had only confirmed what she suspected about her darling boy. There was so much good in him, but she, too, feared for his future. She had done her best to be the mother she had never known, to offer unconditional love and to delight in her children exactly as they were. Ever since learning she was pregnant with Abronja, she had dedicated her life to his well-being, had done her best to guide his growth and teach him to be good and kind and humble.

			But she was beginning to think that it might not be enough.

			Galaphile was right: Children needed something to aspire to, and that was the one thing the High Lord and his life partner could not provide. Peace offered little room for that kind of growth, and Abronja naturally chafed against a life of complacence. Then again, fighting the ultimate enemy was no guarantee of happiness—or longevity.

			Checking that Abronja was still in the bathing chamber, Nirianne fed the scroll to the fire and watched it burn, sending her prayers up with the smoke that her son would find his place in the world and that her family would remain safe from the Spectre Telle. How strange, that she and Galaphile could bring peace to a land plagued by war…but not to their own home.

		

	
		
			Twenty-Seven

			The moment he exited his chamber, Abronja smelled the scent of charred paper and hot wax and knew that his mother had burned the scroll according to Galaphile’s directions. He frowned, immediately understanding that this confirmed the ugly truth: His parents didn’t trust him.

			Never mind the fact that he had indeed used his magic to open the scroll and read it; the distrust came first. Had the letter not been sealed with magic, he would not have been so tempted to see what was written there. He schooled his face in an easy smile and put up his best defenses so that his mother might not sense his simmering resentment.

			“Feel better, do you?” Nirianne asked as she placed a roast on the table. “I was so filthy when we first arrived here that I was cleaning dirt out of my ears for weeks.”

			“Much better,” he agreed. “And food will only improve my mood. Can I help with anything?”

			She smiled at him, her eyes shining with love although he could sense that she, too, hid her darker emotions. “Just sit down and enjoy yourself. I’ve eaten alone at this table for so long that it’s a treat to be talking to someone besides myself.”

			There was a knock at the door, and Nirianne opened it to reveal Aelia, Evestil, Karthian, and Verloic. “Welcome. Are you looking for me or Abronja?” She looked to Abronja, curious.

			“Mother, I hope you don’t mind, but I took the liberty of inviting some friends to join us for dinner. You definitely won’t be talking to yourself tonight.”

			He caught a flash of disappointment before his mother quickly put up her shields. She opened the door wider. “Please do come in. There is more than enough to share.”

			Nirianne brought in two more chairs to accommodate their guests, and they all sat, slightly crowded around the table. The Elves were in good spirits, having likewise washed off the dirt from the road, and they all exclaimed over Nirianne’s cooking. Aelia and Nirianne were old friends and had much news to share, and so Abronja studied the characters sitting around the table where he’d grown up, seeing his home for the first time through the eyes of one who had beheld Arborlon. The structure was solid and comfortable but absent the soaring heights, elegant decorations, and gleaming windows of Elven architecture. The furnishings were simple but sturdy, built for comfort with little ostentation. The humble walls were plainly whitewashed, the floors simple wood with striped rugs in earthy colors. A functional space but, to his eyes now, a painfully dull and shabby one.

			The clothes of Paranor were similar, designed for hard use rather than style. Most of the cloth here was woven from wool, thick and warm, dyed in earth tones of umber, chestnut, gold, and rust. The Elves, on the other hand, wore finely made garments in silky jewel tones that shifted in the light, embroidered with flowers and vines and embellished with beads carved of precious stones. Aelia was the oldest Elf at the table, but she looked to be just a few years older than Evestil and his young friends. Nirianne was the only one who showed any signs of aging in the Human way, and it seemed to Abronja as if a light had gone out of her. She looked tired and worn, the lines etched on her face by sadness rather than joy. He knew he was more than responsible for many of those wrinkles and gray hairs, but he began to see the error his parents had made in their union. Galaphile might live for centuries, while Nirianne had only a few decades left, if she was lucky. In marrying the love of his life, Galaphile had set himself up for tragedy.

			It was in this moment that Abronja realized his mother would die someday. This was a thought that must come to every child, yet it was no less startling. He loved his mother so much it hurt, and when he was young, he had seen her as invincible and eternal, a veritable goddess. But now, as a man grown, he saw plainly that she was only Human. Frail, fragile, vulnerable, her body dying around her day by day. Not like the ravishing Queen Rishannon of the Elves, who might survive millennia looking just as young and beautiful as she did today.

			Suspicion snuck in like a rat finding a tiny hole in the wall of his heart. Is this why Galaphile had insisted he stay behind while it was Abronja who returned to Paranor? For all of his refutations, the fact remained that Galaphile had not suggested Abronja stay and guard the queen. His father could’ve easily ridden back to Paranor in one of the wagons, and he knew that the healers here were nearly as capable as those in Arborlon. But Galaphile had wanted to stay behind more than he wanted to personally keep his own wife safe from the Spectre Telle. Under the table, Abronja’s hand made a fist, and he wondered if part of the reason his mother seemed so sad was because she suspected the truth about Galaphile’s intentions.

			“Tell me of your wise folk,” Nirianne said, doing her best to appear bright and happy. “We have four additions to the council here and are expecting more, but I hear you have brought us some of the most erudite scholars and talented mages of Arborlon.”

			At that, Abronja perked up; he was proud of what he’d accomplished, that he had found his seers, convinced three academy professors, and gotten them all across the Streleheim Plains with no bigger injuries than a burned thumb.

			“Well, there’s Verloic here, of course. She’s the seer who alerted us to the fact that the Spectre Telle would be striking from the sky.” He tipped his head to Verloic, who blushed. “And Evestil—to your left—has incredible powers with metals and fire, while Karthian works with plants and fungi. Resting now, there’s Azzir, also a seer, and his partner Ebenoth, a historian specializing in the Old World and the history of the Elves. Lindorn, who was once among the queen’s guard, is another of our seers; he can see just a few moments into the future, and it makes him an incredible fighter. Thravia was a librarian in the academy at Arborlon; she’s quite old, even for their kind, but she has long memories and a way with finding the right book. And Haveloc is a mage who can converse with animals.” He looked up. “Is that it? Did I forget anyone?”

			Nirianne’s brow drew down. “Arborlon is such a large city and so rich with magic, I thought there would be more.”

			Evestil’s smile was a bit sheepish. “Most Elves are quite set in their ways and, although there were some excellent candidates, many were not willing to leave their family homes and venture out to such a new place.”

			“Especially after seeing what the Spectre Telle can do,” Aelia added. “Despite our best intentions, news of the queen’s assassination attempt spread quickly. As you may know, the queen sent a messenger on horseback the day after the Spectre Telle attacked. We found the messenger’s body on the plains, but we do not know how or why she died, which only serves to underline the peril our people expect outside of Arborlon. There was much concern about safety on the journey here, when travelers would be wide open to attack from above. Not all of our people can ride or fight. Many have never had any experience with horses, and a wagon journey is said to be slow and rife with danger.”

			“And what of your own additions?” Abronja asked, feeling a little defensive at his mother’s disappointment. Not that it was his fault the Elves were so stubborn; even the queen and High Council couldn’t force anyone to join the peacekeeping mission if they didn’t wish to do so.

			“We have four so far,” Nirianne said, her disappointment wiped away by excitement. “Chagin is a nature mage, Gedri excels with languages, Astor is an exceptional healer, and Cazan Obadir is a bard and historian—he’s really quite the character. And I’m sure you all noticed the new construction. Sanitov and his masons were eager for a new project, and I realized that we needed to make an obvious, emphatic commitment to this venture, so we’re building a tower. We’ll have apartments, meeting rooms, study rooms, a library, and a vault for whatever magical artifacts we collect. Were you able to bring any of those?”

			Aelia winced. “Not as many as you were hoping for, I’m sure. In Arborlon, magical artifacts are passed down in families and are considered objects of great cultural value. Although we sent around word, very few items were actually surrendered, and those we did acquire are mostly broken or weak. We brought as many books as we could find on magic and history and general knowledge, however. So you’ll have a library started, at least.”

			Nirianne poked her meat with her fork, her lips twitching. “Yes, it was like this when we founded Paranor. People take some convincing. They want to see something well established before they’ll support it, not quite understanding that you can’t establish something that no one supports. Once we had walls, folk were more eager to join the cause. Perhaps it will be like that.”

			“If you build the library, the books will come?” Abronja teased.

			She pointed her fork at him. “And if we build apartments, perhaps our new council will heed the call of free real estate.” A sigh. “Dreams are built piecemeal, bit by bit, over time. It was silly of me to think it could be done all at once, I suppose. When one’s patron is the King of the Silver River and the builders arrive before their master, it’s easy to forget how hard it is to create something from nothing a second time.”

			“We don’t have nothing,” Abronja reminded her. “We have thirteen people.”

			Nirianne cocked her head. “Thirteen?”

			“You have four, Mother, and I brought nine.”

			“I only counted eight names in your party.”

			A strange rage coiled in his chest although he spoke the words playfully. “Did you forget about me?”

			She recovered quickly with a fond smile. “Forget? Never. But I did not think you would have any interest in joining the council. Honestly, I thought you would stay behind in Arborlon for a time. The city is very glamorous, I know. As much as I missed you, I understand that young people must make their way in the world on their own terms. I was but sixteen the first time I left Varisol to follow your father, and if he hadn’t been lost for a time in the land of dreams, I would’ve stayed with him from that age onward.”

			Abronja sat up a little straighter. “I very much plan to be a part of the council. I may be young, but I wish to forge my path through leadership. Considering my skills, training, and experience, plus my knowledge of both Paranor and Arborlon, I feel I have much to contribute.”

			“Of course,” Nirianne assured him. “Without your father here, the council will benefit from the guidance of one so familiar with our programs and concerns.”

			Without your father here.

			His mother was trying so hard to say the right thing, but every time she corrected a mistake, she made a new one. Abronja’s usefulness had nothing to do with his father. How could Nirianne tell him that young people had to choose their own destinies, and then immediately treat him as the consolation prize of the Joss family?

			Smooth as ever, Evestil changed the course of the conversation, asking Nirianne dozens of questions about Paranor’s history and architecture. Abronja did his best to relax and eat and enjoy a meal with his beloved mother and friends. There was no further talk of the council or the Spectre Telle, and the topic of Ional never arose. It should’ve been a perfectly nice dinner, the absolute picture of camaraderie and comfort.

			And yet.

			Nirianne’s dismissal burrowed under Abronja’s skin like some insidious insect. She was disappointed that he was here instead of Galaphile. She did not naturally count him among the mages she believed worthy of leadership. She’d hoped he would stay behind in Arborlon, where she wouldn’t have to look upon him and feel disappointment squirm yet again in her heart.

			His mother loved him, he knew that. He could feel it.

			But that love was not unsullied. It had been unconditional once, before Ional’s death. Unending and unbound and pure. But now it came with contingencies. Now it came with expectations that lay before him like a pasture full of gopher holes. He was her only child, and yet he still wasn’t good enough. She would invite absolute strangers to join the council that would guide Paranor and the Peacekeepers, but it never occurred to her that her own son was an ideal candidate in every way. Somehow, impossibly, she still thought him a child—

			And what’s worse, Galaphile’s letter had only served to sow more doubt.

			After the Elves had departed for their beds, Abronja kissed his mother’s cheek and went to his bedroom, where he’d hidden the Ildatch using its own spell to conceal it under a loose floorboard—an old hiding place from his childhood. The moment his fingers stroked along its cover, he felt a pulse of recognition, of welcome. The book saw his value, his power, his potential. The book was eager to help him, to challenge him with magic even his father had never attempted. It was like a happy dog pleased to see its master. It did not doubt him; it did not judge him. It offered him knowledge, and knowledge, he’d long ago learned, was power.

			Opening the Ildatch, he began to strategize. The new council would meet tomorrow for the first time, and he would be there. And he would, subtly, establish immediate control. A bunch of bumbling ancients quibbling over points of history could not guide the future of the Four Lands, but a focused group of energetic young mages was well placed to take the reins. Abronja knew that Evestil, Karthian, and Verloic would always back him, and after their long and successful journey, the Elven wise folk trusted him. Now he simply had to win over these new recruits his mother had found.

			Soon she would see: Abronja was a leader, and as his powers grew, he would eclipse Galaphile and deliver Paranor into a beautiful future of peace and understanding.

		

	
		
			Twenty-Eight

			The next morning, Abronja awoke with his face plastered to the open Ildatch; he had accidentally fallen asleep reading it again. He guiltily hid it, grateful that at least Nirianne had stopped barging into his room back when he’d started shaving. He bathed and wore the fine clothes Queen Rishannon had provided, dressing with Elven panache rather than settling into the plain style of Paranor as he had originally planned. He braided back his hair to let the pointed tips of his ears show and shaved close to show off his high cheekbones. If he was seen as a Human, he could only be young—just out of childhood. But if he was viewed as an Elf, he might benefit from the fact that he could be any age between eighteen and fifty. He wished to be seen as mature and royal-adjacent, and he began to wonder if perhaps they should come up with some symbol for this new council, some badge that would let everyone in Paranor know they were special.

			Nirianne had breakfast waiting on the table for him, and he felt like a child and an adult fighting for the same body. In his own room, looking in the mirror, he had seen a strong, tall Elf in royal livery, self-composed and ready. But as he sat at the table in the same chair he’d been occupying for two decades, he felt almost clownish, like he was wearing a costume. It didn’t help when Nirianne turned to him in her simple gown and smiled, saying, “Well, don’t you look fine! Like a gentleman who just stepped off the main street in Arborlon.”

			He exhaled and brushed imaginary crumbs from his robes. “I grew accustomed to their ways, that is certain.”

			“Well, hopefully my food isn’t too simple for you now. It’ll stick to your ribs, at least. It was Varisol who taught me how to cook, you know. If you can survive the kitchen of a tavern, you can survive anything.” Nirianne placed a glass of water in front of him, and he wanted to tell her that, yes, of course he knew this. He knew all of her stories, every single one. She told them again and again. How could he not know?

			But he did not let his impatience show. He thanked her and ate, careful not to spill anything on his robes. He had grown accustomed to having the royal laundry handle all of his clothes, and he knew that Paranor did not offer such amenities. Everything here looked so rough to him now, from the thick lip of the clay cup to the potter’s finger marks on the humble plate. The eggs tasted different, and the bread was heavy and brown, nothing like the airy confections he’d enjoyed in the palace.

			He was home, and everything was familiar, except for the man he had become.

			That man did not fit in so well.

			Abronja wondered if perhaps he had outgrown this place, where everything felt so small and simple, so rough and confining. Ah, but his mother had told everyone that a new tower was being built to support their new council, and he was glad that one of those rooms was reserved for his use. Not only would that give him distance from the home where he’d grown up with a little brother pestering him, a home where he’d watched his mother slowly drift away from him, but it would also secure his spot as a member of the council and an independent adult man with a purpose. He would go speak to Sanitov later, ask to peruse the plans, and stake his claim on the room of his choice.

			After breakfast, he and Nirianne left for the first meeting of their collected wise folk. He would’ve preferred to walk with Evestil and the other Elves; he liked the way it felt to move in a pack with other young people, savored the way it drew curious stares. Instead, he paced beside his smaller mother, looking down at the white streaking her hair.

			“I wish your father was here,” she murmured. “It feels almost wrong, convening a council when the head of the council isn’t there.”

			“I can begin things in his absence,” Abronja said, careful to keep his tone firm but friendly. “We had many discussions about the council’s goals on our journey and while working with Rishannon in Arborlon.”

			“If you like,” Nirianne allowed, but he could tell she was not enthusiastic. “I will be there, too, of course. I know that I don’t possess magical powers, but I do keep the history of Paranor, and I am familiar with the newest additions to our number. Surely two Josses can temporarily do the work of one.”

			Or one young Joss could do the work of two older ones, he wanted to say but did not.

			They entered the barracks, and Nirianne led Abronja to a room that had been hastily converted into a meeting space. Several rectangular tables were pushed together and surrounded by mismatched chairs. A few shelves held books, which appeared to be jumbled together in no particular order. Thankfully, there was a big window that let in plenty of light and air, and Abronja was pleased to note that the collection of tables had an obvious head and foot.

			“It’s only temporary,” Nirianne said sheepishly. “Sanitov expects we’ll be able to start moving into the lower levels of the tower within the year. The main issue right now is simply the noise and dust, and the masons scurrying about at all hours. Until then, this room can serve as a place where our wise folk can study and convene.”

			To Abronja’s eyes, so recently accustomed to the sparkling glory of Arborlon, it was a sad and shoddy sort of place, colorless and entirely lacking in decoration or pomp. They were assembling all the greatest mages, scholars, and historians they could find in the Four Lands, and all they had to offer was a crude facsimile of a real council’s august chambers. Abronja moved to what he perceived as the head of the table and sat facing the door. His mother blinked at him, and he felt her uncertainty like spreading ripples. She wanted to say something but wouldn’t.

			Good.

			“There he is!” Evestil said as he swaggered in, along with Karthian and Verloic. They took the seats on either side of Abronja, and he immediately felt grounded and once again in his element.

			The friendships that had begun in the Canny Owl had only deepened on the journey to Paranor, and Abronja was aware that although he’d had everything he’d needed growing up and had not wanted for resources or love, he’d never had true friends before. Yes, his family was loving and affectionate, and Jirrix had felt almost like an uncle, but he’d never had people who’d chosen him, who knew and liked the real him—people who felt like home as they surrounded him. They were all dressed similarly, their hair was done in the same style, and there was just a comfortable ease around their movements. Abronja wished Pharilee had agreed to come, too, but her great-grandmother was ailing, and she was not yet ready to make the trek so far from home.

			Helpless now to control any sort of seating chart, Nirianne bustled about the room as mothers often did, putting up books that had been left lying about and plucking a fallen pencil from the floor. Abronja almost felt sorry for her. This council had been her idea, but she didn’t really belong here, and yet she so desperately wanted to feel useful.

			One by one, the wise folk entered the room and took their seats at the table. The Elves were clustered on one end, and at the other sat the four folk Nirianne’s scouts had discovered: a Troll, a Gnome, and two Humans. As the last Human took his chair, Abronja stood, met the eyes of everyone at the table, and drew a breath to speak as they quieted attentively.

			“Thank you all so much for coming,” Nirianne said, interrupting him. She stood not at the table, but near it, her hands clasped before her. “This is only the beginning of what we hope to accomplish, but you are all part of the dream of Paranor and the future of our world. I believe I’ve introduced myself to everyone, but I am Nirianne Joss, wife of Galaphile and mother of Abronja here. My partner is called the High Lord of Paranor very much against his will, but this place only came to be because the King of the Silver River commanded Galaphile to build it. That was twenty years ago, and even now, the dream is not complete. This place exists to bring peace to all the races of the Four Lands, and that is why we have brought you here.”

			“Your particular skills are invaluable to our ongoing objective,” Abronja said when she paused to take a breath. He pitched his voice to carry, and even if Nirianne had tried to talk over him, she would’ve failed. “A thousand years ago, the world was a different place, and now we are divided. As Nirianne said, the dream of Paranor is that we can once again unite all the races in peace and harmony. To this end, we have sought the wisest people in all the lands. Magic is especially valuable, as is history—”

			“History more so than magic, many would say.”

			Abronja’s eyebrows drew down as he regarded the speaker, a Human man in a colorful collection of clothes that seemed to draw from all the races. So this must be Cazan Obadir, the bard, he realized, making a mental note that the man was bold in his assertions.

			“A debate for another time,” Abronja said smoothly. “For now, let us consider them equally important to our shared goal. We wish to compile all the history and knowledge we can find of the Old World, all that has been lost, and add to that what is known by each race so that we might have a more complete look at the past and future of the place we all call home. We want to share our magic, to expand and build upon our skills. We hope to collect magical artifacts that we can study so that perhaps we might create new ones of our own design.”

			“And we wish to contain any magical objects that might cause harm,” Nirianne added; she, too, knew how to take advantage of a significant pause. “Our shared enemy is the Spectre Telle. He is a dark mage who has targeted Paranor, and our family in particular, and he wants the opposite of what we seek to build. Chaos, pain, death, and an utter collapse of society. The Telle recently assassinated the king of the Elves of Arborlon and made an attempt on the life of the queen. Twenty years ago, he laid siege to the earliest walls of Paranor, and we believe he might attempt to do so again. Any new skills or weapons we can use to fight him could tip the balance in our favor. He has in his possession a magical book called the Ildatch—a wicked thing full of dark magic and poison—and it has greatly contributed to his power. Something like that, should we find it, must be contained or destroyed—for the benefit of all.”

			Abronja carefully schooled his face and blocked his emotions, which included annoyance. The Ildatch was not, in and of itself, evil. It did not contain poison. It was merely a book—one that collected vital knowledge. How that knowledge was used was entirely up to the person reading it. In the possession of a dark-hearted monster, of course, it would be seen as evil. But in the hands of a pure, clean soul, a good-hearted person, the Ildatch could fuel benevolent magics instead.

			Yet, of course his mother was prejudiced against it; the Telle had used it to harm her.

			“Well, then, what do you expect us to do?” the Human man asked. “Just sit around and read books? Because I’m happy to do so, but thus far, it hasn’t made the world a better place.”

			“What is your name?” Abronja asked.

			The man crossed his arms and slightly inclined his head. “Cazan.”

			“Well, Cazan, perhaps an exchange of knowledge is the best beginning. Simply being around one another, learning what gaps might be filled in one’s education. So, yes, reading the histories kept by other races, discussing inaccuracies or apocryphal incidences. We might then combine that knowledge to form one ultimate history that will inform us of the ways the Old World went astray so that we might discover how to avoid a similar catastrophe. And those of us with magic skills would do well to train one another, to learn other disciplines if possible.”

			Whispers went up around the table—among the Elves, and among Nirianne’s four selections. Abronja could already hear them questioning their purpose.

			I don’t have magic—could I learn it? Can we really share disciplines? I don’t trust their histories. Why are there so many Elves?

			Nirianne clapped her hands, and the whispers quieted. “When Galaphile returns from Arborlon, he will determine the best path forward. Until then, I urge you all to spend as much time here as possible, reading and learning and writing. You are, of course, free to pursue your own studies. We still have scouts looking for more wise folk, so there will surely be new faces. But first, we should probably go around the table and introduce ourselves. I have already introduced myself and my son, so, Cazan, do you want to go first?”

			Abronja masked a surge of annoyance—not only that she had chosen to start with one of her own recruits, but that he had overlooked what was clearly an important step and thus allowed her to gain the upper hand for a moment.

			When the introductions were done, Nirianne swiftly continued: “I would suggest meeting once a week to share any progress. Does that sound agreeable?”

			“That is all fine and good,” Azzir said, his tone stuffy. “But who is the leader here?”

			“I am,” Abronja said sternly. “As I have ties to both Paranor and Arborlon and was taught by the High Lord himself, I am in a unique position to facilitate our growth as a council.”

			“But you’re just a sprout!” Thravia said with a snort. “And a half-Elf to boot. I’ll not be taking orders from you.”

			“There are no orders,” Nirianne said, trying to soothe any ruffled feathers. “He will simply lead the meetings, but he will not do so from a position of power. We are all equals here, and we are not yet equipped to make decisions.”

			“I don’t take orders from anyone,” Cazan said. “And if anyone wishes to touch my books, there are rules—”

			Thravia gasped. “Your books! Why, I bet half of them were stolen from Arborlon. Where did you get books, hmm? Humans don’t have books.”

			“What do you know about Humans?” Cazan shot back. “This is probably your first time outside of a magical glade. I’ve traveled every inch of the Four Lands, seen things that would curl your hair—”

			“More fighting.” The Troll who had been introduced as Chagin sighed and spoke slowly as if hunting for the words. “The very thing we are trying not to do.”

			“Arguing is what a council does best,” Ebenoth barked. “If we all agreed, it wouldn’t be a council. It would be a party.”

			The single Gnome, Astor, looked to Nirianne with worried eyes. “Will it always be so loud and quarrelsome in here?” she asked tiredly. “I would like to continue my writing.”

			“No, I believe things will quiet down eventually,” Nirianne said, her brows drawn down.

			“Quiet!” Abronja shouted, using magic to amplify his voice.

			They did indeed go quiet, but to a one, they seemed rather annoyed about it. Nirianne especially glared at him in reproach. And, well, what did they expect? A bunch of intelligent adults, arguing over nothing. If they would only listen, they would discover that there was no reason to make such a fuss. He clearly had their best interests at heart.

			“Let’s have two rooms,” he said firmly. “One for quiet work and contemplation, and one for discussion and cooperation.” He looked to Nirianne. “Can you make that happen?”

			To Abronja’s surprise, Nirianne looked almost resentful. “I suppose I can, if everyone agrees that it’s a good idea?”

			The room erupted in noise, and Abronja met his mother’s eyes.

			He knew exactly what she was thinking.

			Some leader you are.

			Yes, well, it was the same thing he was thinking about her. This contentious crowd clearly needed a firm hand—one she did not seem willing to provide. And one that Abronja was more than eager to enforce, for the sake of peace.

			For the first time in his life, he and his mother were truly at odds, and neither one was willing to concede.

		

	
		
			Twenty-Nine

			The next day, Abronja worked with Sanitov to clear out another room, where cooperation and noise would be welcome. A crew of burly Dwarves brought in chairs, sofas, and tables but no bookshelves; they needed plenty of space to practice magic. The wise folk naturally sorted themselves into the two spaces, with the original room acceptable to those who wished to study, read, or write quietly, and the second chamber better suited to those determined to cast spells, discuss history, or have loud arguments—which happened more often than anyone had expected.

			“I thought they would be more…tranquil,” Nirianne said as Cazan’s voice boomed down the hall. “But apparently silence and tranquility are not natural attributes of the wise and learned.”

			“You have sought people who value knowledge. They don’t just want to be right; they need to be right. Conflict will be an integral part of things as they pursue the truth.” Abronja had heard Galaphile say something similar often enough about the Elven High Council, but Nirianne looked impressed by this way of thinking, and that was satisfying.

			“I suppose you are right.” She shook her head. “How wise you’ve become, my son.”

			Abronja himself spent more time in what they called the Loud Room. He was determined to learn more of Evestil’s metal magic, and they worked together transforming small items, melting bits of metal and re-forming them. Abronja had a heavy-duty table brought in as well as a collection of metal objects, and although Cazan complained about the smell of hot iron, he had been firmly forbidden from the Quiet Room. The man had a perfect memory and could recite every story he’d ever heard on his travels, but he loved a good debate more than anything. He, Ebenoth, and Thravia were dedicated to creating a timeline of history since the Old World, and as it turned out, each of the races had recorded very different events, sometimes occurring at times that did not agree. Together, they had pasted a long line of papers along one wall, marking off the centuries and decades and attempting to fill in all the space.

			In only two days, they had to replace the paper due to the number of entries angrily scratched out and rewritten. History, as it turned out, was a terribly messy sort of thing.

			More often than not, Abronja and Evestil eschewed the other wise folk altogether and went out to practice on an empty patch of ground beyond the blacksmith, where they always found plenty of scrap metal to play with. Soon Abronja could shape metal, melt it, re-form it with ease. Evestil brought various locks, urging Abronja to unlock them with magic. Soon he could look at any lock and create an exact key or simply send his magic into the inner workings of it and cause it to pop open.

			And then, working on his own, he began to consider the applications of metal magic that might help when facing off with an enemy. He could pull the nails from a horse’s shoe—or drive them deeper into the beast’s foot, which, although cruel, would definitely stop an enemy on horseback, as would yanking back the bit in a horse’s mouth or tugging out the nails that held a wagon together. He could liquify a sword or cause an amulet to burn so hot that it would melt skin. He began to wonder if perhaps he could pull the iron from a person’s blood, ripping it out through the flesh. All of these actions were, of course, conjectural. He didn’t want to hurt anyone; he simply wanted to be ready the next time the Spectre Telle came calling.

			Karthian taught him more about plants and fungi, and while Abronja wasn’t particularly interested in these areas of study, he began to consider ways in which they might be used as weapons. Galaphile had used vines in the last fight against the Spectre Telle’s pet Skelter, but he had not caused them to grow or change; he had merely moved them as he would any object, using them like makeshift ropes. But as Abronja learned and practiced, he discovered he could make vines grow longer, develop thorns, excrete poison. He learned which mushrooms could be eaten—and which ones could be eaten only once. And then he took those lessons further, calling spores from the air and coaxing them to grow at an unnatural rate or throwing seeds to sprout instantaneously wherever they landed. He began to wish that they had somehow preserved an example of the Spectre Telle’s minions and fallen victims; with his new knowledge of fungi, perhaps he could reach into the mushrooms that grew from the foul, black refuse and learn more about what powered the bodies of the undead or how to defeat them more easily than via a messy beheading. But that, of course, was the very reason the Telle caused his minions to destroy one another after a fight. It left no evidence of his magic that might be used against him.

			Each time Abronja concocted a novel way to use someone else’s magic, he was careful to keep that next step to himself. He did not want his friends to think that he meditated on ways to cause pain and harm, especially not with the magic they had been kind enough to teach him. He began a journal of his own, writing down the new spells and methods each time his ideas proved successful—and adding hypotheses about how such skills could be used as weapons.

			Thus, during the day, Abronja learned whatever new magic he could from any of the wise folk who would teach him, and at night, after his loving mother had fed him and kissed his cheek and gone to bed, he would sit up late with the Ildatch and expand upon his studies even further. Before pulling the book from its hiding place, he always sat at his desk, closed his eyes, and went through the familiar body scan that Galaphile had performed every year since his birth, hunting for any seeds planted by the Spectre Telle—or any dark magic exerted by the Ildatch. Abronja was familiar with his physicality now, inside and out; he knew himself perfectly. And he had seen what the Spectre Telle’s magic looked like, sprouting and turning in the soul of a body. Yet he never found a single iota of darkness. Only when he was confident that he was not under the influence of any dark magic did he open the book and turn the pages to see what it might reveal.

			Life went on. Weeks passed, then months, then seasons. Letters from Galaphile arrived with Elven messengers, always with a new excuse, some reason he could not rejoin his family and take up his duties in Paranor.

			Every day, Sanitov and his workers made progress on the tower as it rose up and up and up. Every day, Abronja ate breakfast and dinner with Nirianne, and they smiled and chatted amicably about their projects and hid their true feelings and were content to never dig too deeply into thoughts better left unspoken. Every day, the wise folk read and wrote and studied and learned and argued but never seemed to make any real, noticeable progress. And once a week they pushed the tables together and took their seats and held a meeting that began with polite inquiry and ended in absolute chaos.

			The first time it happened, rage flooded Abronja’s body like a tempest. Even his magical shouting wouldn’t bring silence. Cazan raised his voice to Thravia, Haveloc came to her defense, then Nirianne begged them to calm down. When Cazan jumped to his feet, knocking his chair over backward, all the young Elves likewise stood as their protective military training kicked in. Chagin and Astor, always the quietest, promptly left the room. Gedri and Verloic tried to soothe everyone and failed. Azzir and Ebenoth complained about the follies of youth, general ignorance, and misplaced pride. Eventually, most of the wise folk simply departed.

			At one meeting, Nirianne presented a list of rules they might follow to inspire thoughtful discussion. Even that list caused a riotous debate, as Cazan and Thravia refused to follow any rules of order or be bound by any code that they did not help create. After that charged kerfuffle, Chagin and Astor simply chose not to attend. The room felt unbalanced, heavily weighted by the Elves all sitting together, and by the ongoing reality of Cazan’s temper and volume.

			“This isn’t working,” Nirianne said at dinner that night. She had barely touched her chicken and was staring down at her plate. “Who would’ve thought the wisest people in the world couldn’t even agree on a time to meet?”

			Abronja shrugged. “When there are no punishments for misbehavior, people tend to behave selfishly. They need consequences to keep them in line.”

			Nirianne raised an eyebrow. “We did not convene a council to punish grown adults, but I think I see what you mean. This is why the Elves have royalty and a council. One group makes the laws, and another enforces it. But I had hoped we might avoid becoming a proper government. Until now, our ways have worked for Paranor.” She exhaled decisively. “We need your father. He is our leader, and he is the only one they’ll heed.”

			That made Abronja’s fingers tighten on his fork. “I can make them heed me, Mother. I have been polite thus far, but I am happy to exert my will if you think it might help us move forward.”

			She shook her head, horrified. “No. Paranor is not a place where anyone will rule through fear or cruelty or force of will. We were founded on a belief in peace and freedom for all. We will not achieve that peace by dominating others.”

			“Peace and freedom are wonderful ideals for a small group united in their task,” Abronja said as gently as he could, “but we are a growing community now. A city. Someone has to make the rules. Someone has to enforce them.”

			“No,” she said again. “No, everything else is working—everything except this council. Perhaps I will send a delegation to Arborlon and more formally request your father’s aid. I do not know how to move forward.”

			Abronja put down his fork, his appetite having fled. What could Galaphile do any differently? It was not like he would stand at the head of that table and see everyone go suddenly quiet and well-behaved. Galaphile Joss didn’t have some inborn magic that made other people be reasonable. He had the queen’s full support, and still he couldn’t make any headway in the Elven High Council, which actually did have rules of order and consequences for breaking them. It was silly and dismissive—and insulting!—to think that Galaphile would show up here and suddenly everything would be easy and simple.

			This wayward bunch needed a firm hand on the reins, that was all. But his mother’s ideals would not let him assume the needed role.

			Yet even if Nirianne did choose that course of action, and if Galaphile was able to undertake the journey, it would be at least two months before he might arrive, and that was only if the healers considered him up to the task and if the queen allowed him to leave her sight. If he had to ride by wagon, it might be three months or more. Anything might happen in that time. He might be on the road at this very moment, in fact, and they would never know.

			“If you think that’s best,” Abronja said evenly.

			Time went on, and nothing changed. Galaphile did not arrive, although his apologies did. The more opinionated elements of the Elven High Council were growing more aggressive, and he feared that leaving Arborlon would result in either a coup or total anarchy.

			When Nirianne refused to change anything about her own wayward council, Abronja stopped going to the meetings and focused on studying the Ildatch and practicing outside with Evestil as raised voices carried from the open window in the barracks. And then one morning, Sanitov interrupted breakfast to bring the good news: The first few levels of the tower were ready for habitation. Although there would be further construction in the upper stories as the library and High Lord’s chamber came into shape, that would only happen during the daytime, and at night, the wise folk could enjoy their private rooms instead of bunks in shared barracks. Even better, their meeting room was ready and would soon contain a large round table that could accommodate everyone with equal pomp, thus ending the fight for seats. There would be no head and foot at this table; all would be on the same level.

			Abronja knew that this would only serve to further intensify the chaos, but he was eager to have his own chamber again outside the family home. In Arborlon, he had grown accustomed to having a private space, and each night as he worked with the Ildatch, he used magic to seal his door just in case his mother should attempt to pop in and ask him why he was up so late. He had also neglected to consider the psychic damage caused by living in the same room where he had mourned his brother, haunting the same home where he had cried on every piece of furniture. Yes, he would be glad to have his own small apartment with a locking door, and he would feel better when the Ildatch was safely sequestered there.

			Moving day was busy but pleasant. The rooms allocated for the wise folk were all sparsely furnished with the same small bed, study table, and chair, but Abronja brought some personal belongings from home. In the market, he bartered his services to procure a soft rug for the cold wood floors, fixing a broken locket with his new magical skills. His mother watched from the kitchen table as he carried out blankets and pillows, a look of distant sadness on her face.

			“You don’t actually have to leave, you know,” she told him. “If you don’t want to. There will always be a place here for you.”

			He stopped and put his arm around her. “My dear little Mother. As difficult as it may be to accept, I’m a man now. Independence is a normal part of growing up. And you’ll still see me all the time.” He kissed the top of her head. “You won’t be rid of me so easily.”

			She sighed heavily and put her cheek against his shoulder. “It will be lonely here without you. I liked it best when the house was loud and busy, all my boys here to cause a ruckus. I know I carped about muddy footprints and third helpings of dinner, but I loved it so. I miss it.”

			Abronja squeezed her and stood. “Well, Father will be back eventually to annoy you. And you can visit Varisol any time you want an earful. Perhaps you would like a pet kitten?”

			She pulled a face. “Missing Human companionship does not mean I want more obligation. Being responsible for thirteen wise folk who won’t behave is akin to herding cats. No, you’ll just have to accept the fact that I’ll be in the tower constantly to bother you. I need work to do, or I shall go mad.”

			Abronja was starting to think that his mother stayed busy so she wouldn’t have to stop and think. She rarely mentioned Ional or the Spectre Telle, but Abronja could feel the grief following her like a cloud of flies. It was a wound that would never heal, and she was running herself ragged trying to avoid the pain of confronting it.

			He could not tell her that, though; mourning was personal, and she had developed her own method of coping with what she had lost. Not only that, but she did not like being lectured or even questioned. With a final kiss on the top of her head, Abronja bundled up his belongings and headed over to his new chambers.

			The tower rooms were identical, each small and simple with a single window. The outer and inner walls were slightly curved, and the beds were narrow but comfortable. Abronja’s first order of business was finding a way to store the Ildatch, which proved difficult thanks to the solid construction of stone and wood. For the time being, he would have to keep it in a box under his bed like a child hiding forbidden sweets. Knowing that it was still across the keep in his old bedroom worried at him like a scab, but he didn’t wish to carry it about in broad daylight.

			All that first day, he helped the other wise folk get comfortable and ran errands for the older members of their little assembly, making sure everyone had everything they needed. They were so busy and so pleased with their new privacy that, for once, no one had time to argue, which was a relief.

			That night he joined Nirianne for one last dinner in their old home, and she gazed at him like he was the only star in the sky, and the pride and sadness in her heart escaped the confines of the emotional walls she’d tried so hard to build and slammed into him with the force carried only by a mother’s fierce love. He would miss her, too, he realized, even if he wasn’t going to be that far away. This was yet another assertive step into his life as an individual, and in saying goodbye to her, he was saying goodbye to the boy he had been.

			After dinner, he hid the Ildatch under his robes, nestled close against his skin as it had been the day he stole it from the Spectre Telle, and it seemed to cling and pulse against him like a living thing as he carried it to his new chamber and spread it out on his desk. When he was finished studying it, he placed it under his bed, wrapped in its magicked oilcloth and nestled in the bottom of a box. It was a comfort to him, and he felt almost as if it sang him to sleep.

			If there was one thing that the wise folk had taught him, it was that true knowledge was rare. Even the smartest, most educated people still disagreed on most things, and what passed as truth among one people was considered folly among another. The insight contained in the Ildatch, however, was as solid as the stone of Paranor, ancient and powerful. Under its tutelage, studying its words, he was learning everything he’d begged his father to teach him.

			Abronja slept deeply and well in his own private place, and in the morning, he awoke to a knock on his door. It was Verloic.

			“I looked in the scrying water,” she told him, her hair still mussed from her own dreams and her robe thrown on hastily. “The council must meet today. Something is going to happen.”

			“Did you see what it might be?” he asked.

			She shook her head. “No, but it’s going to change everything. Everything.”

		

	
		
			Thirty

			Abronja dutifully called the council together, tracking down each of the wise folk wherever they dwelled. He did not alert his mother to this meeting, however. He wanted to speak to the other council members on his own and in his own way. Perhaps without her presence, he could actually make some forward progress.

			At the assigned hour, they took their places around the grand circular table for the very first time, still clustering together in their self-selected groups, with the Elves dominating one side and all the other folk arrayed on the other. The table was massive and made to seat at least thirty, so it felt both very official and a little bit silly, like they were children attempting to play a game without enough players.

			“Where is Nirianne?” Cazan shouted, his hands flat on the table as he leaned forward like an angry dog.

			Abronja ignored that. He plucked a leather mallet from a nearby Dwarven tool chest and banged it against the table until everyone quieted.

			“Quiet, everyone. Please sit. This is important.” Once Cazan—the last person standing—was sullenly in his chair, Abronja continued. “We have been called together by a seer’s vision,” he said with great formality. “Verloic’s scrying glass has revealed that something of great import will happen at this, our first meeting.”

			The wise folk looked around curiously.

			“What’s going to happen?” Gedri asked.

			Abronja looked to Verloic.

			“I don’t know,” she said, a little sheepish. “I only saw that we were meant to meet here for the first time, to sit around this very table. I saw us now, as we are, exactly.”

			“And then what?” Cazan pushed.

			Verloic glanced about the chamber nervously. “I…I don’t know.”

			Cazan threw up his hands. “Then what’s the point?”

			“Visions of the future do not always make immediate sense,” Azzir said in his rumbling, patient tone. “We do not see every moment as it will come. Most see flashes, dreams, suggestions, even metaphors. Verloic is a gifted seer, and if we are patient, the truth will be revealed.”

			Cazan shrugged and sat back down. Abronja alone continued standing. Every person at the table looked around, every eye hunting for some anomaly, some change, waiting for something to happen. The moment began charged but quickly became awkward.

			“I saw it, I swear!” Verloic assured them.

			“Patience,” Azzir murmured. “Patience.”

			“And what are we waiting for?” said a new voice from the door.

			Abronja was startled to see Galaphile standing there, grinning. “Father!” He strode across the room to embrace the last person he’d expected to see today.

			Nirianne stood just beyond Galaphile, beaming, looking happier and livelier than she had in months. As Abronja pulled away, she held her son’s gaze with an impish smile. “Called a meeting, did you, Young Lord?”

			But there was no time to respond to that taunt; Cazan was again standing up and demanding answers. “So this must be the High Lord. Is that what you saw in your vision, girl?”

			Verloic looked from Galaphile to Cazan, confused. “Not…not quite.”

			Cazan snorted. “Seers. As useful as a book dropped in the bath.”

			Now without his crutches, Galaphile walked into the room, looking around in pleased wonder. “I see Sanitov has not lost any of his tricks. It’s funny. Towers were not part of my original vision, and yet as I rode up, Paranor looked somehow more itself, like it is still coming into focus. It’s as if there has always been a tower here, isn’t it?” Then, catching the many strangers staring at him, he waved. “Greetings! I am Galaphile Joss. Thank you all for heeding our call.”

			Abronja returned to his place at the table. Although there was neither head nor foot at the circle, this seat was the one facing the door and thus appeared, to his eye, to command the room. Evestil was on his right, Verloic on his left. Standing there, surrounded by his friends, he felt taller, stronger. And seeing Galaphile in the room, he knew Verloic’s vision had indeed come true.

			“Now that you are here, Galaphile, our circle is complete,” Abronja said. “Will you join us?”

			“Of course, Abronja. Thank you for the invitation.” Galaphile’s tone was amused but loving, and although once it would have cowed him, now Abronja only inclined his head to absorb the jab.

			He watched as his father, still coated in dust from the road, his boots muddy to the calf but his legs once again fully functional, strode purposefully across the room and selected an open seat. Galaphile pulled out the chair and sat, so Abronja did the same. Nirianne watched from just beside the doorway, leaning against the stone, content to have both her boys back in her orbit.

			“So, what have you accomplished while I was in Arborlon?” Galaphile asked. “I’m eager to support this venture in any way I can. Nirianne tells me that although there have been some disagreements, everyone is happy enough with their room and board, and that construction continues apace. We should have a library and vault soon, plus more meeting rooms. Are everyone’s needs being met?”

			“We can’t agree on a single thing and most meetings devolve into shouting matches,” Cazan said. “These Elves are fighting with reality, thinking their history is the only one worth recording. The Gnome histories are all metaphorical. The Trolls kept records of tree growth and star movement but recorded little of their scattered people’s progress or infighting. The practicing mages make more noise and bad smells than a body would prefer, and people don’t always return books to their places on the shelves. I don’t know what you were expecting, but we haven’t accomplished anything of use yet, to my view.”

			Galaphile smiled, congenial as always. “Well, I suppose establishing that the histories don’t sync up easily is a discovery in itself. We knew this would not be an easy or simple task. I am grateful that you continue to try to find common ground.”

			That was the last thing Cazan was trying to do, but the answer seemed to mollify him.

			“Abronja, did you have an agenda for this meeting? I don’t want to interrupt your business,” Galaphile said, “although I do have some business of my own to discuss, when you have time.”

			Abronja gestured to Verloic. “There is no agenda; today is not our usual meeting day. Verloic had a vision that suggested we meet, so meet we did. She told us that what happened today would change everything.”

			There. That put the pressure back on Galaphile. Not that he seemed to mind.

			“I appreciate that, although I don’t know how much needs to change. It seems to me you are on the right track. I would, however, like to pursue a new level of formality. I have been studying the High Council of the Elves of Arborlon, and I have drawn my own conclusions about their system—some of which I believe we should replicate and much of which I feel we should ignore. First of all, we need a name. I understand Nirianne calls you the wise folk, but that doesn’t really encompass your variety of skills and interests, nor what you hope to achieve. It is a name of vague description rather than power.”

			“And it doesn’t quite roll off the tongue,” Cazan agreed.

			Galaphile stood. “Does anyone have a suggestion to put forth?”

			The table, for once, was silent. Even Abronja had not been able to find a term that incorporated all that the group did and all that they were. To be quite honest, he wasn’t even sure what his parents wanted the group to do; he just knew that he had to be an integral part of it, that he had to establish himself as a man and a mage and a dominant force in the future.

			“I have an idea, then,” Galaphile said, “drawn from one of the books Queen Rishannon was kind enough to gift me for my journey home. It is a book from the Old World, quite battered and worn.” From his robes, Galaphile withdrew a book far smaller than most. It was not bound in leather but in pale green canvas with worn gold lettering. Its corners were soft, and it was stained and beaten, but still it radiated a curious sort of rarity, as if it might be the last of its kind in existence.

			“In the Old World, they told tales of learned folk who led their people through a combination of magic, knowledge, and wisdom. They were guides, seers, historians, and diplomats, even warriors. They were revered by all, respected by the people, sought after by kings, feared by their enemies. The name of these leaders, and the name I put forth for our grand undertaking, is this…”

			Galaphile paused and held up the book, his eyes shining.

			“Druid.”

			The moment he spoke the word, a great cracking noise rent the air, and the tower shook around them, dust raining from the ceiling. Everyone at the table pushed away, their chairs falling as they scrambled to leave the room.

			“Everyone out! Hurry!” Galaphile called, running to the doorway.

			“But the books!” Cazan cried.

			Galaphile shook his head. “People are more important than books. Let’s go!”

			Nirianne led the group down the spiral staircase as the building’s shaking gradually stilled. Abronja followed close behind her, ready to shield his mother with his magic if things got any worse. Galaphile, he knew, would come last, making sure every one of the people he’d gathered made it out safely.

			The stairs ended in a landing that held the door to the outside, and Nirianne threw it open and ushered everyone into the sunlight. Abronja was surprised to see that everything else in Paranor was perfectly normal; the sound had been so loud, so intense, that he had expected to find all the wooden buildings collapsed and in shambles and the people panicking. But no; everyone in the streets stared at the sky and then the ground in surprise, but when nothing further happened, most shrugged and continued on their way. There was no obvious tragedy, no injuries, no screaming, no sign of structural damage in the immediate area.

			“What was that?” Thravia asked, still shaking.

			“An earthquake, I would guess,” Galaphile said, counting everyone like a mother hen collecting her chicks.

			Sanitov burst through the tower door, covered in dust.

			“Galaphile, Nirianne! Come quick!” he shouted. “You’ll need to see this.”

			“What is it, old friend?” Galaphile asked.

			“A great crack has opened in the ground. An endless pit. Right at the bottom of the tower—inside the tower, in its very heart! And something about it feels…strange.” He shook his head. “I know the tunnels under this place like the back of my hand, and I’ve never seen or felt anything like this.”

			Sanitov led Galaphile and Nirianne back into the tower, and Abronja followed close behind. Instead of going up the stairs, Sanitov opened a door to a lower level Abronja had not yet seen.

			“Watch yourself,” the Dwarf warned. “The scaffolding can be slippery, and the quake threw everything into disarray. We didn’t lose anyone, but several tools fell down there—and from what we can tell, they never hit bottom.”

			Abronja edged out onto the wooden scaffolding, staring down…and down and down.

			The bottom floor had collapsed inward to reveal a perfectly circular hole where the solid stone of Paranor’s plateau should’ve been. The sides of the well looked like they’d been chiseled out on purpose, even sanded down to an unnatural smoothness. And the darkness within that chasm was the blackest, emptiest, most haunted thing Abronja had ever seen.

			To his shock, it thrummed with magic.

		

	
		
			Thirty-One

			This new feature of the tower fascinated Galaphile. Abronja’s seer had made it clear that something important would happen this day, and happen it had—right after Galaphile had given this venture a name.

			The Druids.

			The Order of the Druids, actually, but he hadn’t had time to explain the full naming convention before the well had shocked everyone by revealing itself beneath the Druids’ tower. The completed floors remained perfectly stable, according to Sanitov and his masons, and there were no other faults, cracks, or even crumbling areas outside of the chasm.

			“It must be a natural shaft,” Sanitov said a few hours later, after he had scoured every square inch of the tower to better understand this new geological structure. “Opened, perhaps, by our activity? We were working on hollowing out the lower level.”

			“Perhaps,” Galaphile allowed. “But several of our Druids sense the presence of magic in this occurrence. There is a strange power in the well—one that we don’t yet understand.”

			“Perhaps you will understand more as you take up residence in the tower. Structurally, I assure you it is sound.” Sanitov pulled out a sheaf of papers and unrolled it to show detailed building plans. “But I would like to propose another tower, just in case.”

			Galaphile raised an eyebrow. “In case of what?”

			Sanitov shrugged his burly shoulders. “You can never have too many towers, can you? We are running out of space on the ground within the walls of Paranor, but the air is free. As your order grows, you might need more offices, classrooms, another library. From the very first, this group required two rooms just to keep from biting each other’s heads off. Why not two whole towers? You might wish for a place of quiet contemplation for yourself, as life goes on.”

			Galaphile looked over the plans and found them quite appealing; Sanitov’s work was always exemplary. “If you really need more to do in your old age…”

			A laugh. “I don’t do the heavy lifting anymore, you know that. And your King of the Silver River sent payment, or perhaps you haven’t heard? What a grand patron you have, still watching out for you after all these years.”

			“What are decades to a god?” Galaphile murmured. Knowing that the King of the Silver River was funding the operation made him certain it was meant to be. “Well then. I am grateful you and your workers will continue to reap the benefits, as will all of Paranor. Now that we’re watching the skies for the Spectre Telle, I should be glad to have an aerie that offers full views of the valley below.”

			“We’ll finish this tower first, of course,” Sanitov assured him. “And we’ve built upgraded quarters in this one for you and Nirianne, now that Abronja will keep his own chamber. Lucky you—you missed moving day, and now all you need to do is settle back and enjoy it.”

			“Excellent. Although my leg is back to its full strength and my headaches are rare, we’ve been riding hard, and I’d be glad to test out my new bed.” Galaphile thanked Sanitov again for his excellent work and counsel and headed up into the tower to see his new apartments for the first time.

			The journey had been a punishing one, a dire slog through the mud made by melting snows, and he had not stopped to sleep this final night on the road. Abronja’s seer in Arborlon had made it clear that it was of utmost importance that he hurry home immediately. Oonah couldn’t tell him why, only that something momentous required his presence. He’d ridden as if chased, terrified that Nirianne and Abronja were in danger from the Spectre Telle.

			But when he’d arrived, they hadn’t even been on the lookout for him, and nothing dire had been in the process of occurring. He had gone directly to the tower, and then…

			An earthquake.

			A magical well. The Druids’ Well.

			There had to be some great significance to the birth of the mystical chasm, but he did not yet know what that might be, other than that it was exactly what was supposed to happen. Still, he was glad to be back here, with his family, where he belonged. Every time he traveled, he left some part of his heart behind. He was worried for Queen Rishannon amidst Arborlon’s current state of unrest, of course, but his duty was to Paranor and his family first. If only they could find and end the Spectre Telle for good, he would not feel so required to split his time between their two kingdoms.

			It was a fascinating homecoming for Galaphile. He had planned and built this place, nurtured its growth and people, and yet it had changed in the time he’d been gone. Not that he minded; the tower was an excellent addition, and the spontaneous birth of the well beneath it suggested that it had been fated to happen from the beginning. Still, he was not going home to his abode of the past twenty years, to the same bed where his sons had been born. This would be a new place where he would welcome the next stage of his life.

			He followed the directions Nirianne had given him and knocked on the door.

			“Come in!” she called cheerily, her voice like music to his ears.

			He opened the door and wasn’t quite sure how he felt. It was a bigger place but a simple one, and it did not have all the cozy little touches that spoke to him of home. Crates and rolled rugs leaned in the corners, while bowls and cups were unpacked and stacked on the table, waiting to be put away. It was absolute chaos.

			And as soon as he swept Nirianne into his arms, he did not care.

			They embraced for quite some time, and then Nirianne pulled away to rub her fingers over his beard. “You need a shave, my love, and a good scrubbing,” she told him.

			“I would expect so,” he admitted, shoving back his tangled hair. “I’ve been riding like a madman for three weeks to beat the seer’s prophecy. I’m just grateful that what she saw was actually a big hole in the ground and not an attack by the Telle. I’ll take a hole in the ground, any day.”

			“And I’ll take a dirty beard over no Galaphile,” she agreed. “Go clean up, and when you’re done and in bed, I’ll tell you everything.”

			He raised an eyebrow. “In bed, you say?”

			Nirianne swatted him playfully. “I can see the bags under your eyes, High Lord. You didn’t sleep last night. I’m surprised you can stand.”

			“Truth be told, so am I,” he admitted. “It’s a deal, then. Please bid this beard farewell.”

			Soon he was in a comfortable new bed, sitting up against a mound of fresh feather pillows, and Nirianne put a bowl of her stew into his hands and told him all that had happened in Paranor since he’d left, and he regaled her with tales of his travails in Arborlon, and it was the happiest he’d been in—

			A very long time.

			He began to see why Nirianne had requested new quarters. This place had no tragic memories attached to it, and as he looked around, he felt himself relax in body and mind. It wasn’t that he hoped to forget Ional; he would never forget his son, and he had no desire to do so. But grief was a heavy burden to bear, especially when one was presented with constant visual reminders of what had been lost. This was a new place, and within it, they could be—not new people, but in a new frame of mind. Things hurt a little less here, and he could sense a lightness in Nirianne, as if she had set down a heavy load.

			Abronja came to dine with them that night, and he was in good spirits and pleased with his own change of address. Close to a year had passed since Galaphile had seen his son, and yet the boy had changed again, his hair longer and his face sharper. Something about him troubled Galaphile, but he couldn’t quite put his finger on it. And then he remembered.

			“My darling son, I almost forgot,” Galaphile said. “I neglected to check you after the Spectre Telle’s attack, and it is nearly time for our yearly scan. Would you mind letting me look you over tonight, just to quiet my jangling nerves?”

			Abronja’s brows drew down. “Father, I’m twenty now. I can scan myself, and I have been doing so regularly since we encountered the Telle. I assure you I remain clear of his evil.”

			“Be that as it may, it would help your mother and me relax,” Galaphile pressed. “I still check her, every so often. And after the fight in the garden, when I was unconscious, I found evidence of his magic invading my own body, a bit different and better hidden than the first time he tried to infect me. To the outside world, I was asleep, but inside I was like a farmer weeding a pasture gone to seed and filled with pernicious weeds. Our enemy is insidious, and he is stronger and more subtle than he used to be.”

			A sigh. “If you must. But honestly, I am a grown man. When can I be trusted to protect myself? How old must I be before you will place your full faith in me?”

			“I trust you,” Galaphile hastily assured him. “But you are my only remaining son, more precious to me than anything else in this world, and if something were to happen to you due to my own pride or negligence, I would never forgive myself.”

			Galaphile watched Abronja absorb that like he’d been slapped and immediately realized he had said exactly the wrong thing. Nirianne gave him a look underlining this understanding, and he said, “Abronja—”

			“Please pardon me for a moment.” Abronja stood, stone-faced, and excused himself to the restroom.

			Once the door was closed, Nirianne blinked at Galaphile, saying, “Speaking of things that we regret…”

			“Everything I say is wrong these days,” Galaphile admitted quietly. “He is looking for reasons to be upset with me. It was this way in Arborlon, but I’d hoped it would be different now. I am a parent; how am I supposed to stop parenting just because he is suddenly an adult?”

			“By talking less and listening more,” Nirianne told him. “And never making references, even accidentally and with good intentions, toward the worst day of his life.” She sighed and stood. “Hopefully pudding will sweeten him back up. And make you sleepy enough to keep your mouth shut before you stick your foot in it again.”

			She was right, and Galaphile knew it. He sat back, determined to avoid annoying his son any more than he already had.

			

			—

			Abronja stood in the washroom, his eyes closed as he quickly scanned every inch of his body and mind. Although he went through this process every morning after falling asleep on the Ildatch, he still wanted to be absolutely sure that Galaphile would find no sign of darkness in him—nor any connection to the powerful book hidden under his bed just down the hall and up some stairs.

			As ever, he was clean. Since that night in the garden, he had never yet found any evidence that the Spectre Telle had made attempts to breach his soul, psyche, or flesh, nor did the Ildatch seem to have dark designs upon him. His body was a perfect machine, his brain a bright spark. Abronja had never felt better: He got adequate sleep and rest, ate well, had friends, and spent much of his time doing work he enjoyed, work that challenged him and delighted him. He was doing everything his parents could possibly ask of him, contributing to the community at Paranor and working with the council.

			The Druid Council, as it was now known.

			He would never forget the feeling of the ground shaking beneath his feet, the chiseled rock and carved wood of the tower shuddering as it opened up of its own volition. He’d heard the crack, felt something like an explosion of magic, a new power making itself known. He could feel it now, the chasm at the tower’s heart. It had a sort of…magical hum. Almost like happy bees in a hive, but it could only be heard by those with magical skills. Cazan and Ebenoth couldn’t feel it at all, but Evestil, Karthian, and Verloic could. He wondered what purpose the well might serve, because surely it was more than a building or geological accident. It could be no coincidence that the eruption had been triggered by his father saying the word Druid, giving a name to the group of minds and mages that would steer Paranor into the future. Perhaps he would ask Verloic to consult her scrying glass and see if she might find any clues. Being the first to know why the well had been created would reflect well on him.

			He blinked awake and prepared himself to rejoin his parents. Being in the washroom too long might inspire his father to make some horrible comment. Not anything as bad as his last bit of guilt disguised as insight, but like the well under the tower, there was no end to the ways his father might needle him. Galaphile didn’t do it on purpose; it just happened. Perhaps that was the way of fathers. They had to keep adding value somehow, even when they had already offered all their wisdom. Abronja almost missed his time in Paranor with just Nirianne, who was gentle in her chiding and always expressed her regret when she made a misstep.

			He emerged in the main room, and before his parents could apologize or explain, he said, “Father, if you wish to scan me, you may. I know it will make you both feel better, after the Telle.”

			Galaphile and Nirianne shared a look of surprise. “I promise it won’t hurt,” Galaphile said, just like he had when Abronja was little.

			“I am well aware,” he said wryly.

			Abronja went to his father, who stood and took his hands. When he’d been small, Galaphile’s hands had seemed so big and rough. Now they were similarly sized, both men’s palms callused from weeks of holding leather reins on the road, although Abronja’s skin would always wear the scars left behind by the dead bear’s burning blood. Galaphile closed his eyes, and Abronja put up his emotional walls and allowed himself to be—

			Violated wasn’t the word. There was no violence in it. But it was an intrusion—and one he did not welcome. His interior spaces were private. Not because he was doing anything wrong, or thinking bad thoughts, or performing magic that was anything but altruistic and in service to Paranor. But he was a man now, and his business was his own. He did not require further guidance, did not need further teaching, did not welcome any outside force telling him what was occurring in his own body.

			Galaphile had been on his own since he was seven.

			Abronja was twenty and still his parents felt justified in breaching his innermost spaces.

			This would be the last time, of that he was certain.

			“You are clean and perfect, my wonderful son,” Galaphile said, as was his custom.

			I know, Abronja wanted to say but did not. I make sure of it.

		

	
		
			Thirty-Two

			Time passed. Sanitov and his workers completed the first tower and began the second one. New Druids arrived from all across the Four Lands: Humans, Trolls, Gnomes, Elves, and even their first Dwarf members. Based on the Elven High Council and with input from Druids of all the races, Galaphile developed a Code of Conduct for the Druid Order, as they were now called, and with some amendments and changes, it was unanimously accepted by all the members.

			One day, an elated Cazan showed up to the council meeting several minutes late, thumping a heavy tome onto the table. “I have a motion,” he said, looking around the room at his fellow Druids. “We have a name, we have a code, we have a mission. But what we still need is a symbol. A visual representation to let all who see us know who we are. And I think I have found the right emblem.” Opening the book, he held it up to show a ripped page. On the paper that remained, a hand gripped a burning torch.

			“What is the context?” Galaphile asked, curious but cautious around showing too much enthusiasm until he knew what the image might symbolize.

			“Fire represents knowledge,” Cazan explained. “In the Old World, there was a myth about a god and craftsman who stole fire from his fellow gods to give to the Humans, which is what helped them transform from animals into beings of creativity, forethought, and wisdom. There was also some strange game they played that involved running all the way around the world carrying a lit torch. If we are to seek the old ways, to attempt to learn from the Old World, it feels good and right to draw from their iconography.”

			“But we are not all Humans,” Chagin said.

			“All the races except for Elves began as Humans, did they not?” Cazan shot back. “That is what the myths tell us. Humans are our joint ancestor.”

			“But the Elves were here first,” Ebenoth reminded them all.

			“Perhaps the artist who draws the symbol can make the hand less detailed. Our hands are much alike, when in a fist and not comparable by size,” Galaphile offered, hoping to smooth things over. Cazan and the cluster of Elves often got into debates that had the potential to waylay an entire meeting.

			“Wait!” Thravia stood, as she often did before pontificating. “There is a saying in old Elven that is applicable. Elit Druin.” She paused for effect. “It means: through knowledge, power.”

			“Hey, that’s inscribed in the library!” Evestil said. “But I thought it meant through truth, power.”

			Thravia’s smile was impish. “Well, and isn’t that the same thing?”

			Galaphile liked the look of the symbol. It was not violent, but neither was it static. He had contemplated a symbol featuring an open book or a quill, but this emblem used an easily understandable metaphor while drawing on the Old World they hoped to study.

			“Personally, I like it very much. Is anyone in opposition?” he said, standing.

			The Druids, now numbering nearly two dozen, looked about the table curiously. They rarely agreed on anything. But such was the power of the symbol that no one could argue with it. Fortunately, the two Druids most likely to be cantankerous, Cazan and Thravia, had played their roles in the symbol and its name.

			“All in favor of adopting this concept for the symbol of the Druid Order and calling it the Elit Druin, please raise your hand.” According to the rules, they needed only a two-thirds majority to adopt a motion, but for the second time in their history, every hand went up.

			Galaphile grinned and banged his gavel on the table once. “Well, that was unexpectedly easy. Shall we find an artist? I’m sure Sanitov can suggest one, if he isn’t interested in doing it himself.”

			Abronja raised his hand. Over the last few years, Galaphile’s son had grown in maturity and wisdom but was still full of surprises. He often overestimated his own importance and standing in the order and still spent more time with the young Elves than he did with his family. Although this was normal for an adult, Galaphile missed the days when his son had looked up to him and sought his counsel. Galaphile had no idea what Abronja wanted to say just now; he often felt like he no longer knew his son at all. He’d voted in favor of the symbol, at least.

			“I’d like to design the symbol,” Abronja said. “I can see it in my head, and I believe I have the skill set.”

			Galaphile nodded his appreciation, relieved. Abronja had always been an eager student, and he had recently worked with Sanitov and his masons, learning how to draw up plans and carve statuary. “An excellent idea. I look forward to seeing what you create.”

			The meeting moved on, and each member reported on their various projects, accomplishments, and disappointments. They were a busy bunch, with every Druid pursuing what interested them most, whether solitary or in conjunction with others. Cazan had been traveling with Krunce’s scouts and had made it his mission to gather all the books and artifacts from the Old World that could be discovered, and the King of the Silver River somehow magically kept the vault well provisioned with coin so that such objects were purchased honestly. Gedri was working to translate any texts that were unfamiliar into the common tongue, and Astor was compiling all the information she could find on healing. Chagin had taken an interest in the books on natural history and, with Karthian’s aid, was developing a comparison of the plants and animals of the Old World to those still present in the current one.

			An interesting divide was naturally occurring in the group. Those born with magical skills, including Abronja, his young Elf friends, and many of the newer Druids, sought to increase their magical powers using the texts and artifacts that arrived in the library. Working together, they shared skills and found novel ways to combine spells and elements. On the opposite end of the spectrum, those Druids who possessed no magical talent shared a growing interest in the sciences of the Old World, the technology and alchemy that had given the Humans of the past such immense power that they literally destroyed their own society and environment. Thus far, this divergence manifested in two distinct groups, and so Galaphile made sure they each had their own space in which to practice and share ideas. He knew that if they were forced to work together, arguments would manifest, and so he encouraged them to follow their interests separately.

			Of course, there were also those Druids who did not adhere to either group and chose to work on their own, in their own way, and he supported that as well. For so long, he had dreamed of bringing this group together, but the reality of their everyday study was not as straightforward and focused as it had been in his head. They did not completely understand what it was they were looking for; it was more like foraging in the forest, always on the lookout for something useful and never certain what was there to be found or how they might find it.

			With so many books arriving in the library Sanitov had built for exactly this purpose, simply cataloguing and sorting the books was a job of its own—a responsibility Nirianne had claimed for herself. Galaphile was here to run the council, Abronja no longer required or desired any guidance, and the fortress was, for all intents and purposes, complete. Nirianne had always been the kind of person who required an occupation, and as she had told Galaphile, it was either this or helping Varisol in the tavern, and the books were much kinder to her aching knees.

			Paranor was safe and thriving. According to the Elven messengers that arrived every month, Arborlon was likewise doing well. The queen had solidified her rule through craftiness and thanks to the ongoing peace, and since the most recent election, she had not been challenged. Galaphile had a council to run, and Nirianne had a purpose that kept her hands and mind busy. Abronja was like a sponge, always looking to add new topics of study and magic to his repertoire. He had long ago exhausted Galaphile’s mental catalogue of spells, but being part of the Druid Council gave him access to the accumulated knowledge of two worlds and all the races. Abronja’s web of seers was dedicated to helping shape the future of Paranor through their gifts, but they saw very little of import in their scrying glasses and dreams—neither successes nor, thankfully, tragedies. Things in general could not have been better.

			And yet, in all this time, they had seen no evidence of the Spectre Telle. He had not attacked Arborlon or Paranor again, and the scouts they sent out in every direction never heard a single word about a solitary stranger in the mountains.

			Galaphile Joss could not relax. He knew his old enemy was still out there, and he had no idea when or how he might strike again.

			

			—

			After the meeting in which the Elit Druin had come to light, Abronja went to his room and locked the door. By this time, he’d moved beyond all that Evestil could teach him about metal and had crafted an unbreakable magic lock that no one else could open or close. He had grown more paranoid about the Ildatch ever since Galaphile had returned to Paranor and demanded to scan his adult son for dark magic. Galaphile was clever, and even if he didn’t have Nirianne’s skill for intuiting emotions, he noticed things. Abronja never wanted his father to suspect anything strange or unusual about him.

			Abronja still scanned himself every morning. He knew that the Spectre Telle worked in mysterious ways and was coldly patient, and the only reason he felt comfortable learning from the Ildatch was that he understood it completely and knew that it was not, in and of itself, an evil book. Still, he would never quite trust it, so he focused on his own strength and resistance to anything that stunk of evil magic—especially now that the Druids were amassing a collection of their own enchanted artifacts.

			One such curious object had arrived with Cazan and the scouts a few months back—a cursed misericord broken roughly in two. Galaphile had immediately placed both pieces of the slender dagger in the secret vault, hidden behind thick layers of nullifying stone, but Abronja had felt the thing pulsing sickly, sending out tendrils like hungry curls of smoke. He had sensed its desperate tug, its yearning. It wanted to be held, wanted to be whole, wanted to be plunged repeatedly into a warm body, yearned to taste hot red blood. Misericords, he knew, had been crafted to dispatch knights on the battlefields of the Old World, and Abronja wondered if this weapon was perhaps older even than the Ildatch.

			The knife shouted to anyone nearby that it was evil, and that it wanted them to join it. It absolutely repelled Abronja, and he’d felt much better when it was hidden away. Still, it was the first thing he’d ever seen created by and infused with dark magic, and it made him want to create something infused with good. So now was the perfect time to begin.

			The only problem was that Abronja had thus far been unsuccessful at forging a magical object. He had tried several times and had always failed. The Elit Druin, however, would be special, an object with a purpose, and Abronja was playing with an idea and eager to see if it would work. A good recipe demanded quality ingredients, and he thought perhaps that was what his previous efforts had been missing.

			Pulling the Ildatch from its carefully crafted hiding place, he laid it on his worktable and selected a small rasp from his tool kit.

			“This is for the greater good,” he told the Ildatch, one hand on its cover. They had an understanding, and the book often felt like his closest friend, the only one with whom he could be wholly honest.

			The book pulsed once under his hand as if in acceptance. Turning it over, he considered one of the metal hinges that held its many pages together. He placed a small ceramic dish underneath it, took up his rasp, and began sanding until he had accumulated a tiny pile of metal shavings.

			

			—

			Abronja did not offer Galaphile any sketches of the symbol—the Elit Druin—and Galaphile did not inquire as to when the emblem might be ready to present to the council. The young man valued privacy above all else, and his father was determined to offer it whenever possible. Great art, Galaphile knew, did not arise from nagging, but from inspiration. It also often arose from a deadline, because most of the artists he’d known had minds that ran like rabid squirrels, but it wasn’t as if they truly required a symbol to continue their work in the tower. He was content to be patient.

			At the next meeting of the Druid Council, however, Abronja was all smiles, and he carried a folded gray cloth. The group settled in their seats, and Galaphile said, “I believe Abronja has something to show us.”

			Abronja stood, unwrapping an object and holding it up to the light. It was a beautiful thing, a brooch crafted of gold and shaped like a hand holding a lit torch. Such was the artistry that the fire seemed to literally burn, and the hand was somehow both detailed and yet indeterminate enough that it might belong to a member of any race.

			In a word, it was perfect.

			Galaphile was astounded, as were the rest of the council. They passed it around, offering the artist their congratulations, and then it finally came to rest in Galaphile’s hands. It was a marvel, well made and sturdy, yet light enough that it could be pinned to cloth and not cause it to droop or tear. As soon as it touched Galaphile’s skin, he could feel a soft thrum of magic pulsing through it, and he looked at his son with new eyes.

			Abronja had crafted a magical object!

			This skill had been lost long ago, and yet his son had somehow managed it.

			“There is magic in this,” Galaphile said. “Truly, I am impressed.”

			Abronja beamed. “It is charmed to keep its wearer safe, and to enhance magical powers,” he said. “I made it for you, Father. Wherever you go, all should recognize you as the creator of the Druid Council and of Paranor itself, the originator of peace in the Midlands and hopefully, one day, all the world.”

			Galaphile felt suddenly sheepish, for he did not wish to be acknowledged as such, to be identified so easily by strangers or to receive any accolades, and yet he could not share this trepidation with Abronja—not when he had gone to such great lengths to craft such a beautiful and powerful object.

			“As long as they don’t call me the High Lord,” he said wryly.

			“Then choose a new name that won’t bother you so,” his son wisely replied.

			“I’ve always thought Galaphile Joss served me just fine.”

			“He is the Ard Rhys,” said a haunting, stentorian voice, and everyone looked to Azzir, who had fallen asleep in his chair, as the old Elf often did. His eyes stared sightless at the ceiling, rolled back to show their whites, and his long beard trailed down his chest. “In the old tongue, all would know him as the Ard Rhys, but he is also the High Druid, the High Lord, chosen of the King of the Silver River, child of the dead, husband of the dying, father of the one who was stolen. He is the first, but he will not be the last. His enemy is near, unseen, creeping closer…”

			Azzir choked and jerked awake, coughing. Ebenoth helpfully smacked him on the back until he could breathe normally again. “Apologies, all. A late night, I fear.”

			But the Druid Council could only stare at him and whisper.

			“What does Ard Rhys mean?” Evestil asked.

			Azzir shrugged. “I am unfamiliar with the term, but please do carry on with whatever I interrupted.”

			“You called Galaphile the Ard Rhys while in a seer’s trance,” Thravia informed him. “And even I don’t know that term.”

			With a chuckle, Azzir raised his tufty eyebrows. “If I called him that while in a trance, then I suppose it’s what he is.”

			Everyone looked to Galaphile, who could only incline his head.

			The Ard Rhys.

			He had a name now, apparently, but he also had a prophecy, and a foreboding and mysterious one he did not yet understand. All he knew was that it promised darkness ahead, and that his enemy had plans yet to unfurl.

		

	
		
			Thirty-Three

			Abronja had never been so proud as the moment his delighted father held the Elit Druin in his hand, and he was furious that his time in the spotlight had been stolen by a nonsense prophecy muttered by an ancient crackpot. His father had one more silly title to add to his list, and now the council erupted in discussion as they dissected what Azzir’s words might mean.

			The part that concerned Brona the most was “husband of the dying.” Was Nirianne sick? Did she have some unknown disease? Or was this merely the seer’s poetic way of expressing the difference between the millennia-long life of an Elf and the far shorter life of a Human already past her prime and wearied by grief? They were constantly anticipating catastrophe, knowing that the Spectre Telle was actively working against them, waiting for his next attack, but Abronja loved his mother deeply and was worried that perhaps there was something bothering her that she had not shared with him—a nagging health issue perhaps. That was so like Nirianne, not wanting to trouble the people she loved unduly, especially for something they couldn’t change.

			“Let’s all calm down,” Galaphile said soothingly. “We have brought seers here for this very reason, and it’s good that there were so many witnesses. Azzir’s words will require interpretation and study. For now, I will wear this symbol, the Elit Druin, and we will adopt it as our sigil. Abronja, can you make more of this same design?”

			“Considerable magic went into its construction,” Abronja admitted, “and I worry the symbol will lose its power if it’s worn by thirty people.”

			“The Elven High Council wear robes of state,” Ebenoth reminded them. “Perhaps we might do the same. Then we could have the symbol embroidered on our cloaks. A lot less clanking that way, and it’s harder to lose.”

			Galaphile smiled. “An excellent idea. I’ll ask Nirianne to inquire about a quantity of wool cloth.”

			Thus did the Druid High Council gain a symbol, a credo, a costume, and a name for its leader. Abronja was pleased to have played his part. As the youngest member of the council, he was always hunting for new ways to make himself indispensable. He did not wish to be known solely as Galaphile’s son, as if he were only allowed to attend meetings because he was family to the Ard Rhys. He wanted it to be known and accepted that he was there of his own accord, thanks to his own skills and accomplishments. And even his intelligence and wisdom, for one so young. He took care to ensure there should be no question that he belonged among the Druids.

			In a few months’ time, Nirianne distributed gray robes to all the council, and Abronja accepted his with pride. Every time he saw the golden symbol glowing upon his father’s chest and embroidered upon his own, he knew that he had performed a valuable service, both in crafting the emblem and in offering his father one more layer of magical protection.

			The Spectre Telle, he knew, would strike again one day, and when last they’d fought, Galaphile alone had not been enough. Perhaps this time, together and surrounded by their fellow Druids, they would have enough strength and power to turn the tide and end their enemy once and for all.

			The Ildatch, it seemed, had not minded the small pile of metal shavings he’d extracted from its hinge. Whenever Abronja pulled it from its hiding place and laid it out on his table, he ran his hands over it as if greeting a beloved cat. The place where he’d used his rasp showed a small, bright glint of silver, but otherwise, the book appeared unchanged. He had infused the Elit Druin with only a token amount of the artifact’s magical power, but hopefully it was enough to make a difference.

			

			—

			Abronja had just turned twenty-three the day Ratcher returned from his latest scouting mission. The old fighter had departed with nine warriors, three veterans of the Great Siege and the rest new recruits who would learn on the road. Several months had passed, and now, he arrived at the northern gate alone, battered and bruised, on the verge of death. He had gone into the Eastland to make connections with the Gnomes and hopefully uncover any potential Druids, as the Gnomes had the least representation out of all the races, and Galaphile wanted all the peoples of the world to contribute to its future. Before, every time Ratcher had gone out, he had brought back something of value, whether artifacts or people or news.

			This time, he barely arrived alive.

			Two guards helped him limp into the infirmary, where Nirianne and Galaphile met him, Abronja trailing in their wake, drawn by the commotion. Whatever had happened to Ratcher, he wanted to hear it firsthand. He’d known the rough and ready soldier all his life, and in all that time, he’d never seen Ratcher lose anything, from an argument to an arm-wrestling tournament. Seeing him like this, beaten and bleeding, barely even responsive, was jarring.

			Nirianne bustled about, getting Ratcher situated in an empty bed and sending for cool water and a bowl of soup. She soon had blankets tucked around him and healers cleansing cuts and gashes that showed signs of infection. During all of this hubbub, Ratcher did not speak, which was out of character. He gulped down his water with an animal’s desperation and then promptly went unconscious without speaking a word. The healers suggested it could be quite some time before he was cogent again. He was deeply dehydrated, feverish, and looked as if he hadn’t slept for a week as he struggled to reach Paranor.

			For the next three days and nights, the Joss family took turns sitting at Ratcher’s bedside. When it was Abronja’s turn, he brought a book and settled in. The infirmary wasn’t the busiest place, but it had a pleasant energy, a quiet hum of competence and goodwill. The nights were the longest part, as most of the lanterns were extinguished so that the patients could sleep comfortably. Still, Abronja was a night owl at heart, and he was glad for the quiet time to study. His only regret was that he could not bring the Ildatch into a public space. Every night he spent away from it felt like a year, like he was missing something terribly important that could never be regained.

			“Brona,” Ratcher whispered, some time after midnight, his voice raw and thready.

			Abronja promptly put down his book and rose, moving to Ratcher’s bedside.

			There were only two other patients sleeping in the infirmary, and both were on the other side of the room. Even the healer on duty was peacefully dozing over her knitting. The only sound in all the world was Ratcher’s rough breathing.

			“Yes, old friend?” Abronja asked quietly.

			“Come ’ere, boy. Hurry. Got to tell you something important,” Ratcher murmured, his eyes still closed.

			Abronja couldn’t tell if the man was awake or dreaming or somewhere in between, but he dutifully leaned in. Ratcher’s hands lay crossed on his belly, and Abronja covered them with one of his own. The older man’s skin was cold, even clammy, and he did not respond to the touch.

			“I’m here, Ratcher. I’m listening.”

			“Then listen good, boy. I don’t have long before he realizes I’m about, but I found ’im. The Telle. He’s in Dun Fee Aran, way out in the Eastland. An old fortress full of Rets and undead things. He’s getting ready for—”

			Ratcher gasped and went stiff, his bloodshot eyes going far away before rolling back in his head.

			“Ratcher?” Abronja whispered, gently patting the man’s hands.

			Quick as lightning, Ratcher grasped Abronja’s wrist, his grip as strong as metal wire. His eyes refocused and narrowed; they were all black now, no white and no iris. There was no kindness there.

			“I see into your soul,” Ratcher said in a voice that was not his own—a cold voice that hissed like a snake slithering over a frozen corpse. “It is dark. Foul. Evil. You are deliciously corrupted. The Ildatch is inside you, making a nest of you, feeding you like a baby bird. And you drink its gifts down so greedily, believing that you are untouchable, that you have hidden it well. Soon, everyone will know. Your father and mother, the other high and mighty martyrs of Paranor. Everyone will see you for what you are: an avaricious, weak-willed liar—”

			Abronja whipped his hand away and slammed it down over Ratcher’s mouth. Hot breath pounded into his palm as Ratcher struggled weakly.

			“You don’t know anything,” Abronja whispered fiercely. “You are the liar!”

			Ratcher thrashed, and the second Abronja’s hand slipped away, he growled, “Nirianne, come hear the tale of Brona, the bad son, the one who let your baby die!”

			This time Abronja slammed two hands over Ratcher’s mouth, one pinch closed the other, pressing him down into the pillow. One hand slid to cover the man’s nose, but Ratcher’s blackened eyes bored holes into Abronja’s soul, so knowing that it took away his breath. Those eyes saw deep within to unearth every mistake, every failure. Those eyes bared and blamed and threatened.

			Reaching to the next bed over, which had no occupant, Abronja grabbed a pillow and pressed it down over Ratcher’s face so quickly that the man didn’t have time to squeeze out another of his poisonous lies. He held the pillow there with both hands until Ratcher’s body stiffened and went still, and then he counted to one hundred before removing it.

			“Ratcher?” he whispered.

			When Ratcher did not immediately respond, Abronja lightly slapped his cheeks, but the man’s head sat bonelessly on his neck, wobbling back and forth. Ratcher’s eyes were open but no longer so knowing and cruel; they were empty now of all feeling, their usual color returned but the whites still bloodshot.

			It took several moments for Abronja to understand what had just happened.

			He slapped Ratcher’s cheeks, patted his hands, shook his shoulders, whispered his name.

			There was no response.

			Ratcher was no longer breathing.

			For what felt like a long time, Abronja stood over the bed, struggling to draw his own breath, attempting to calm his panicking heart. And then he looked around and saw that everyone else, everyone alive, still slept soundly. Outside of Ratcher and himself, nothing in the room had changed.

			No one had seen. No one had heard.

			The first thing Abronja did was to fluff the pillow he’d held over Ratcher’s face and return it to its usual place. He then pulled up the covers just so and placed Ratcher’s heavy, scarred hands back on his belly, one over the other. He pushed the man’s eyelids down and smoothed back his hair.

			As he stood over the body of the tough but kindly warrior he’d known all his life, he checked for any sign that a struggle had occurred. There was no skin or hair under Ratcher’s fingernails, no bruises on his skin. He looked as if he had simply died peacefully in his sleep after suffering life-threatening injuries and extreme dehydration.

			Ah, but Abronja knew that his father would look deeper than that. Placing a hand on Ratcher’s forehead, he scanned the man’s body and mind for signs of the Spectre Telle and found the metaphysical evidence of a complete invasion. Ratcher was full of evil magic—held together by it, webbed with sticky strings of darkness. Inside, he resembled that foul, fungal refuse left behind at each of the Telle’s recent crimes. Disgusted, insulted, horrified at the thought of Ratcher rising as an undead minion, Abronja cleansed his old friend of that horrible filth, ensuring that Ratcher could no longer be used by their mutual enemy now that he had died.

			That had not been the real Ratcher, Abronja now understood. It was the Telle, using him as a mouthpiece. This explained how the broken man had been able to make it so far in such terrible shape. Ratcher had been sent here by the Spectre Telle, powered by his magic.

			And yet, what he’d said—right before the bad parts—that had sounded like the old Ratcher. That had been Ratcher’s voice and his distinctive accent, and he’d called Abronja by his pet name, from back when he’d been just a toddler.

			I don’t have long before he realizes I’m about—

			Did Ratcher mean that he knew the Telle was going to take over his body and say those horrible things? Did Abronja dare believe it might be true, that the Spectre Telle was hiding in a place called Dun Fee Aran in the Eastland? Or had that all been part of the ruse?

			No. There had been a clear line between the real Ratcher and his possession by the Telle.

			Ratcher had been there, it was really him, and then…it wasn’t.

			Abronja didn’t actually kill Ratcher, he realized. Ratcher had already been dead. Only the Telle’s dark magic had propelled him halfway across the Four Lands to Paranor, dancing him along like a marionette strung together with darkness. What Abronja had done—that had been a kindness, a mercy, freeing a good man from a world of pain at the hands of an evil madman.

			Abronja wanted to run and tell Galaphile every detail about what had just happened, to see if his father had experienced anything like this before. The Telle had taken control of Nirianne and the Maturen of the Rock Trolls, and even a few Dwarves in the early days of Paranor’s building, but according to the old stories, he had not possessed them but had rather used them almost as a window or a vehicle. Here, Ratcher had been entirely subdued, imprisoned, possibly even destroyed, all so that the Telle could taunt Abronja with his horrible lies.

			But…it was a very bad look.

			Dead was dead, and Abronja had foolishly cleansed Ratcher’s body of all evidence of the Spectre Telle. He had been so eager to get rid of the dark magic that he had doomed himself. Now, even if he told the truth, there was no way to prove it. Ratcher was clean and pure again, but he was gone and there was no bringing him back. There were no witnesses, no evidence.

			To any outside observer who required concrete proof, Abronja had smothered a man to death.

			No, he could never tell Galaphile and the Druids the truth about this night.

			Abronja took a big, cleansing breath and schooled his face. He looked down at Ratcher, lying so peacefully, and felt the tears well up, hot and furious. He rubbed his eyes until he knew they would be red and crossed the infirmary, where he gently shook the shoulder of the night nurse.

			“He’s gone,” Abronja said through very real tears. “I—I woke up, and Ratcher was gone.”

		

	
		
			Thirty-Four

			Abronja stood between his mother and his father, the drizzle creeping down the back of his Druid robes to drench his neck as they said their last goodbyes to Ratcher. Almost all of Paranor had come out to honor their fallen soldier—a man who’d been part of Galaphile’s dream from the very beginning. The cemetery beyond the garden was not terribly large, which spoke to the peace of the day, but the low number of graves was deceiving. All those who had died in the Great Siege had been burned for fear they might become yet more vessels for the wrath of the Spectre Telle.

			After the small service in the cemetery, the crowd dispersed, and Abronja followed his parents to their home for a family meal. It was a somber event, not only because they had lost one of their oldest friends, but because everyone assumed that the Spectre Telle had somehow been involved in Ratcher’s death.

			“There was no sign of dark magic,” Galaphile said, not for the first time, as his roast went uneaten. “I checked thoroughly. But what else could’ve killed the rest of the delegation and nearly taken down Ratcher? He was as strong as a bull and twice the fighter. Something must’ve happened in the Eastland.”

			“Father, let me go investigate,” Abronja said, sitting up tall. He already knew where the Telle was, thanks to that last bedside conversation, and he had been struggling with how to communicate this information without exposing his own role in Ratcher’s death. “I can take a party of warriors and a few Druids and go east. Surely the Gnomes can tell us more, and perhaps we’ll find sign of the Telle in the mountains.”

			Galaphile placed his fork beside his plate and turned to his son, his face stern. “Absolutely not. We will not go chasing tragedy and risk losing yet more lives. I will bring this topic before the council tomorrow, and there will be a vote, but we cannot lose you to whatever killed Ratcher. The Telle will attack or he won’t, but I refuse to make a rash decision based on the fear and anger we are all experiencing right now.”

			That night, as Abronja sat with the Ildatch, he devoted a great amount of thought to how he might sway his fellow Druids into letting him pursue his goal. He would take his young Elf friends, plus some of the strongest fighters in Krunce’s army, and several of Aelia Jovesin’s Elven Hunters, if they would go, and he would pack the Ildatch for travel so that he might benefit from its wisdom on the road. They would ride east on their fastest mounts, passing through Storlock to parlay with the Gnomes and thence through the Pass of Jade. He’d already found Dun Fee Aran on the map—a fallen fortress and citadel where the Dwarves had once enslaved Gnomes. The place was said to be haunted and wracked with sorrow. Before he’d turned, Ratcher had said it was now full of Rets—meaning Mwellrets, or lizard-like Swamp Trolls—and undead things, which likely meant the Telle had an army of creatures both living and otherwise serving him. Armed with a host of deadly weapons and surrounded by other powerful mages, Abronja would end the Telle forever, thus making his father’s dream of peace unstoppable.

			He was confident that he had the numbers, power, and savvy to pull off such a coup. The Spectre Telle would not be expecting a direct assault, and so it was likely that Abronja could use his camouflage skills to sneak into the fortress on his own and find the dark mage before he was even aware he was under attack. The Druids and soldiers could handily manage whatever foul creatures served the Telle, if it came to that, but Abronja thought he had a good chance of catching their enemy by surprise and ending the fight before it had begun. The Telle no longer had the Ildatch, and the fact that he had not attacked Paranor or Arborlon since its loss suggested that his powers were greatly diminished without it.

			Through Ratcher, the Telle had done his best to plant seeds of distrust in Abronja, to convince him that he was somehow tainted and taking a dark path under the tutelage of the Ildatch. After much consideration, Abronja saw this pantomime for what it was: The Telle was frightened and threatened and knew that Abronja was using the Ildatch to gain more skills and increase his powers, and thus he attempted to frighten Abronja away from the formidable resource. It was a clever ploy, but ultimately a failed one. Why would Abronja believe his enemy? Only the Telle would benefit if Abronja gave up his studies and destroyed the important tome.

			And, of course, Abronja’s powers were exponentially stronger for the same reason. Thanks to the Ildatch, the scales had tipped, and now that Abronja knew where his enemy was hiding, he wished to take advantage of this rare chance to triumph while keeping the Spectre Telle far away from the people he loved.

			At the next meeting of the Druid Council, Abronja took his place and waited for the right moment to present his case. His excitement grew as the discussion turned to Ratcher and the possibility of the Spectre Telle’s influence as part of the tragedy.

			Finally, Galaphile said, “We must conclude that the Spectre Telle currently resides in the Eastland, which was Ratcher’s known destination. I understand that there are those among us who wish to seek out our enemy and destroy him…” Galaphile’s eyes flicked to Abronja, wary. “But I am concerned that any party small enough to travel with speed will only be massacred. We know the Telle’s powers have grown, and I can tell you from experience that when you are in his domain, he is in total control. He will have numbers on his side, plus his own magical tripwires. Anyone entering the burrow he has carved out for himself will walk directly into a trap designed to maximize his own advantages and minimize those of anyone foolish enough to attack him. On the other hand, if we wait, we might yet take him by surprise. Our fortress is well fortified and provisioned, and we have the benefit of geography on our side. The Telle believes he has seen Paranor’s plans, but we changed them after the fact. So should he bring the fight to our doorstep, he will be acting on bad information. He knows his home; we know ours. I suspect that whoever attacks next will lose for this reason.”

			“So you wish us to wait here, knowing that he is amassing his own army?” Evestil asked, for he shared many of Abronja’s concerns but was far more hotheaded.

			“If he is amassing an army, it will need to travel here first. We will know well in advance, thanks to our allies and scouts and my own magical alarms. Considering how many mages we have brought together, we should be able to eliminate many of his troops before they reach the slopes of the plateau,” Galaphile assured him.

			Whispers went up around the table as the various factions expressed outrage at the idea of waiting or terror in consideration of a siege. Although Paranor presented a forbidding threat to any army, there would be no escape if they were truly surrounded by a larger force, and it was unlikely that a contingent of Elves would arrive to save the day this time around, unless Queen Rishannon’s remaining seers saw a glimmer of what might come to pass.

			“I would like to make a proposal,” Abronja said, standing.

			“Of course you would,” Cazan muttered under his breath.

			“We know the Telle is in the Eastland,” he began.

			“Do we?” Thravia asked with her maddening brand of cynicism.

			“Ratcher was in the Eastland, and that is where he was attacked. It stands to reason, as the Ard Rhys has already made clear.” Abronja smiled and inclined his head as if indulging a child. “Therefore, I propose we take a contingent of Druids, soldiers, and Elven Hunters in that direction—only those who volunteer, of course. If we are correct and the Telle has a base there, we will find signs of it and will be able to gather information on our enemy’s location and numbers. If we are incorrect, the group might continue the work that took Ratcher to the area, acting as a liaison with the Gnomes and further strengthening our ties there while also offering an opportunity to discover and deliver any new Druids who might wish to join us. It is a situation with many positives and no drawbacks.”

			“Oh, so true,” Cazan said mockingly. “The only drawback I can see is that this plucky group of heroes might be slaughtered to a one, as Ratcher’s party was, thus depriving us of yet more Druids and their magic should the Telle attack us here, where we live.”

			“We have been cautious,” Abronja said, warming to his topic. “We have waited. And each time, the Telle has enjoyed the fruits of his labors, building his armies with no oversight, attacking when he pleased, hitting us when and where we were most vulnerable. For the first time in nearly twenty-five years, we know where he is—not precisely,” he said through his teeth before Cazan could interject, “but we have a good idea. And we have seers, and magic, and soldiers, and what’s more, we have the advantage. I say we take it.” He slammed his fist on the table, craving the official crack of Galaphile’s gavel.

			“It sounds as if we must take a vote,” Galaphile said gravely. “I will personally be voting for caution. I lost a dear old friend this week, and I do not wish to stand over another grave so soon, especially not that of my only remaining child.”

			It was like being struck across the face. Abronja couldn’t believe his father would use this argument against him in public, that he would bring up Abronja’s greatest shame in an attempt to win a dispute. He had never, ever in his life felt so utterly betrayed.

			Yes, his father wanted to keep him safe, and that was expected and noble. But as the leader of the Druid Council, as the Ard Rhys, he had effectively just insulted his son, cast doubt on his skills, and doomed the mission by which Abronja hoped to make the future safer for all and cement his role as a Druid and as a man.

			Abronja looked around the table. “If you believe in fighting for what is right instead of sitting at the top of your high parapet as a coward, I hope you will all vote to allow me to undertake this mission. I have the strength, the skills, the magic, and the cunning, and I will end the Spectre Telle once and for all. And then, for the first time, the people of Paranor can experience true peace—a peace in which they are not constantly waiting for the next attack. If you trust in me to lead fighters on this quest, you will never smell the bodies of your loved ones burning in the valley of Paranor as they did the last time the Telle brought his fight to our doorstep—this I promise you.”

			“Well, this is getting interesting,” Thravia said.

			Galaphile’s face was as stark as the rock wall of Paranor. His words had wounded Abronja, and now Abronja could feel the emotions roiling in his father’s heart after his own barbs had hit home.

			“Very well. Let us vote,” Galaphile said evenly. “We will require a two-thirds majority. All those in favor of sending a delegation into the Eastland to investigate the Spectre Telle, please raise your hands.”

			Abronja still stood, his heart in his throat. He wanted this, needed this, more than anything. It was a chance to prove himself, to make things right. He had information no one else did, and he couldn’t tell them that, but if only his fellow Druids could trust him, believe in him, as his father apparently did not, he knew that he could vanquish their enemy.

			The first hands that went up belonged to Abronja and his young Elven friends. Evestil, Karthian, and Verloic were just as eager as Abronja was to be part of something big. Lindorn followed. Then Zakrar, Abronja’s closest friend among the Trolls, and an energetic young Gnome mage, Leej.

			Only—

			No other hands went up.

			Anger flared, Abronja’s jaw clenching.

			The problem, he realized, was that almost everyone else among the Druids was old and weak or distinctly lacking in the sort of skills that would translate into combat. These weaklings kept their hands down because they wanted to feel safe, which meant they needed a solid wall of strong young bodies to hide behind. They wanted Abronja and the other magically gifted fighters right here, where they could be controlled and used.

			Abronja felt it, the moment his father had made the decision. Relief flowed through Galaphile—relief, and a horrid burst of triumph.

			“That’s it, then,” Galaphile said. “No one will venture into the Eastland for now. But I do propose that we add a new guard point to the east to keep watch for any trouble in that area.”

			“Guards,” Abronja practically spat. “Yes, how fitting. Able-bodied people merely standing among the trees, doing nothing, waiting to herald the end.”

			He turned and stormed from the room.

			The Druids had made a mistake, and one day they would know it.

			

			—

			Nirianne was shelving books in the library when she heard angry footsteps storming down the hall—

			Abronja appeared in the room, his face red with fury and his hands in fists. For many years, Nirianne had given a wide berth to her son’s moods, understanding that the transition from boy to man required careful handling and that she could not solve his problems for him, nor would he welcome her intrusion. In order to share space with her darling Brona, she had learned to avoid asking what was wrong, coddling him, or hovering over him. She gave him space and time and hoped that he would honor her with his feelings and thoughts.

			But Abronja was so furious that he was not guarding his emotions, and Nirianne’s heart ached, the book forgotten in her hands as her son stood, panting, in the doorway. Her jaw fell open as she considered what to say that did not broach their fragile détente of feelings.

			“He is impossible!” Abronja barked, saving her the trouble of impotent niceties. “Leader of the Druids, and yet he poisons them against me. Even after all these years, after all that I have done, he doesn’t trust me. Doesn’t dare believe in me. He still thinks me a child. He has no idea how hard I have worked, how far I have progressed.” He put his hands on the table, his head hanging. “Mother, how do you reason with him when he is so unreasonable?”

			Nirianne considered her words carefully. “First, I suppose I must always remember that he cannot make decisions as Galaphile, the man. His responsibilities are to a greater cause and to thousands of people, and they must reflect a sense of prudence that goes beyond his own sensibilities. Then I recall that caution nearly always wins out over rash aggression, which is a lesson hard won by those who live through tragedy. And lastly, I wait until late at night, when he is tired and almost asleep, and I ask him to tell me the truth of his heart, and he is often willing to untangle the Galaphile from the High Lord. Or Ard Rhys, as he is called now.” She gave her son a gentle smile. “He carries a burden for which there is no relief but failure or death.”

			Abronja shook his head. “That is the problem. I believe he is making this decision as Galaphile, father of Abronja, and not as the Ard Rhys. The Ard Rhys would let me hunt down the Spectre Telle, but the grieving father cannot bear the thought of losing another son, nor can he let me forget how we lost the first one. It is madness, denying me the chance to prove myself and save us from the one person who can hurt us.” He looked up, meeting Nirianne’s eyes, and she could almost see the pain glowing inside him, red hot like an ember.

			“My beloved, my Brona,” she began. “Your heart is telling you that if you kill the Spectre Telle, it will solve every problem you’ve ever had. It will release you from the guilt you feel from Ional’s death—your own guilt, because no one else has ever placed blame on you for a child’s mistake. You believe killing the Telle will keep me safe, and that I’ll live forever. You think it will prove to your father that you are finally a man, an equal, not just a sapling trying to outstrip him.” She put a hand on his shoulder. “But these are all lies. Even when the Telle is dead, you will still feel guilt, and your father will always see you as his little boy, and I, a frail Human, will die long before you, and nothing can change any of that. My greatest wish is that you will realize, today, before it is too late, that you are enough right now, exactly as you are.”

			He snorted, his body jerking under her hand, and straightened. She wanted to reach out to him, to hold him as she had when he was little, to absorb him back into her body, where he would forever be safe and feel her love radiate with every heartbeat. But he held himself away, his skin twitching like he was a horse beset with flies, a wild thing that longed to run.

			“You don’t understand,” he said. “I know you’re trying, but you’re wrong.”

			“Then tell me,” she begged. “Let me know everything inside you. Help me understand.”

			He turned away, and she felt the walls go up around his heart like tangled mats of poison-thorned vines. “You will never understand,” he said quietly, and left.

			Nirianne watched her son stalk away, his heart as lonely and stony as the fortress of Paranor. She had never felt so far away from the one she loved most dear, and she feared that her son, fueled by the shame he held in his heart, would make yet another mistake that would change everything.

		

	
		
			Thirty-Five

			For a long time, Abronja sat in his locked room with the Ildatch open before him, his tears falling on the ancient pages, instantly absorbed as the words came into focus one by one. He knew his mother meant well, but she was wrong. They all were. No one needed to feel the full brunt of his true emotions, and despite what they thought, he didn’t think killing the Telle would solve all his problems. What everyone failed to understand was that, like his father, he felt a calling. He wanted to bring peace to the world, wanted to uphold the glory of Paranor and make life better for everyone. But his father wanted to accomplish this task by sitting here like a spider in the middle of a web, while Abronja knew that such peace could only be achieved by ceaselessly pursuing their only threat and obliterating it forever.

			Part of him longed to secretly pack a bag with everything he needed, the Ildatch nestled among his belongings, to leave behind his Druid robes and his place on the council and independently strike out with his chosen warriors to do what needed to be done. That was what a leader had to do, he thought: solve the problem, no matter how many scared old busybodies tried to get in the way. He knew Evestil and the others would likewise be eager to ignore the council and take the proverbial bull by the horns. Just as they had discussed on his first night at the Canny Owl, bureaucracy destroyed initiative, bogged it down with questions and doubts and red tape, instead of allowing those with power and ambition to flourish and do the actual work required to get results.

			The old should never rule the young, Abronja began to understand. If you weren’t willing or able to fight, you should not be allowed to decide who could, much less should you get in the way of those who wished to do so.

			And yet…

			He knew that if he and his friends defied the council and sallied forth, they would never again be allowed to participate in the rising regime of the new world. Perhaps the Druid Council seemed small and inefficient now, but it was carving the future from the stone of the past, helping to build a better world out of one that had been destroyed. It was imperative that Abronja was part of that process, and he was not ready to risk his stake in a ruling body capable of creating change. He was currently the youngest member of the council, but eventually, he would gain enough standing to actually have influence.

			If the Telle didn’t destroy everything before then, he thought bitterly.

			He found his comfort in the Ildatch, letting himself fall inside it, absorbing all that it had to teach. Most books reliably contained the same information in the same order, but the Ildatch shifted like the weather, and he never knew what he might find. Sometimes, he didn’t even remember what he’d read, but he felt as if locks had been broken within him, as if he finally understood concepts with which he had been wrestling for years. This proved impactful in the real world; it was almost like falling asleep to a conundrum and waking with the right answer bright in his mind. His magic flowed more fluidly, and new ideas rose and leaped about, inspiring novel creations and combinations of spells he’d never considered before. The Ildatch, he was coming to understand, did not merely teach facts or methods; it taught him how to think, how to grow beyond.

			Still, every time he used the book, he scanned himself for dark magic and was always relieved to find nothing there. He’d seen what the Spectre Telle had made of the insides of the man that had been Ratcher, turning him into an empty puppet brimming with sticky black strings that could be pulled. He’d heard the lies whispered through Ratcher’s cracked lips. There was no mistaking the darkness and rot that had taken root in his old friend, and although Abronja regretted cleaning it all away before he could show his father, he knew that Ratcher had been the kind of man who would prefer to die on his own terms rather than be used by his enemy.

			And so, stymied and held back, Abronja had no choice but to toe the line and make himself smaller so that the Druid Council would consider him obedient. He had to show that he had accepted the vote with grace and maturity, had to hide that he seethed with rage every time he walked into the chamber room and listened to the ancient Elves and old historians ramble on about things that didn’t even matter. Oftentimes, during a meeting, he and Evestil would turn to each other, their eyes meeting, a look of disgust or frustration passing so fleetingly that it went unnoticed by their robed fellows. Along with all those who had raised their hands during the vote—the younger Elves and Zakrar and Leej, and even Lindorn, who also wished to hunt the Spectre Telle—Abronja began to spend his evenings at his grandfather’s tavern, the Shorter Shot, hunched over a table with cups of mead and discussing the changes they might make if the rest of the council were not so mired in fear.

			Needing something to take up his time and energy during the days when nothing was happening, Abronja began going out alone to set his own magical traps throughout the fortress of Paranor, underground and above, especially in places that Galaphile had neglected, like the new towers. It took him weeks to walk all four of the routes into the city and down into the forests that surrounded the plateau, being careful to consider the trees and scanning the ground under his feet for fissures. Although he’d expected to see the giant mountain cats, they kept their distance—or perhaps they understood that he wished to be alone.

			Bracing himself, he went to the glade where Ional had died and left his traps there, determined not to falter under the psychic avalanche that was sense memory. He had not returned to that place since the night of the tragedy, and his father had long ago cleansed it of the Telle’s darkness. Anyone passing by would never suspect something terrible had come to pass under the pretty trees, now filled with singing birds.

			As he picked his way through a dense and unfamiliar part of the forest, he saw a flash of black fur in the distance and froze. The beast moving swiftly toward him was large, dark, and ungainly, and his body shuddered with revulsion and rage as he remembered the lumbering bear in the moonlight. He could not allow such a creature to live, some monstrous beast of the Telle’s. His heart was beating fast, his entire body taut as a wire and overtaken by old emotions. He did not have time to think, to scan. He had to act, and quickly. Although he could not identify which part of the monster he might be aiming for, he swiftly nocked an arrow and loosed it, hoping to surprise the thing and catch it unawares.

			When he heard a scream of pain, he knew that he had made a miscalculation.

			Running through the forest, he pushed vines and thick underbrush aside until he came to a great black beast laid out among the leaf litter.

			His old friend Zephyr.

			She lay on her side, her ribs shuddering as she fought to draw a breath. A keening cry escaped her lips. She was old, her fur patchy and worn, and fresh blood leaked from her gut, where his arrow protruded. Her whimpering and the smell told him everything he needed to know. This kind of gut shot—no one could live through it.

			“I’m so sorry,” he told her, kneeling at her side, his hand on her face.

			Her great, lambent eye blinked at him, and he saw endless pain there, a life of tragedy. It was only fitting that he be here with her at the end; he’d been there at the site of her last great loss.

			Her breath was quick, in little gasps, and she writhed with discomfort. He couldn’t save her, but perhaps he could silence her pain. Sending his magic into her body, he found her fiercely beating heart—

			And stopped it.

			It was like crushing a ripe fruit in his hands, almost, the feeling of pressure and then soft release. Zephyr gave a last gasp, and her body exhaled and flattened, her eyes going dark and empty. A tear slid down Abronja’s nose, and then another. He had known this cat for so long, had hunted and fought at her side, had mourned with her. He knew his mother still sought the cat’s company sometimes, that they shared a special relationship that she’d never shared with another cat, with anyone.

			Well, had shared.

			Past tense.

			Zephyr was gone.

			As Abronja stared at the arrow he’d put in her by accident, he knew that he couldn’t leave her this way. He fletched his arrows himself, and his feathers and string told anyone in Paranor who they belonged to. Reaching down, he yanked out the barbed arrow with a rip that made him grimace. He used magic to cleanse the arrow of blood and viscera, then considered the hole in the great cat’s side. He had never yet focused on healing magic; there were naturally gifted healers for that sort of thing, so why expend the energy when he could be learning better ways to fight? But he knew how to mend things and manipulate the elements, and so he sealed the rent in the cat’s flesh as if it were merely a bit of old cloth and swept away the blood with a wave of his hand, as easily as he’d moved water around a plate as a child of fourteen.

			Now anyone who came upon her body might think she had merely died here of old age, out in the woods that she had stalked since the days of her birth.

			Abronja put his arrow back in his quiver and held a hand to her nose.

			“Rest well, old friend,” he told her.

			Standing, he sent his magic around the forest, hunting for sparks of light. There were no other cats in the area; nothing more intelligent than a squirrel. Good. Although they were clever, for beasts, he did not think the mountain cats would understand the Human concept of an accident. They knew what killing was, but they perhaps did not comprehend mistakes and regret and things that could not be undone. Satisfied that he had done all he could to rectify his misstep, he erased the evidence of his passage, set a magical alarm near her body, and began the long walk back to Paranor.

			His heart hurt, but at least the cat was no longer in pain. She’d been very old, had lived a much longer life than the mountain cats were normally allotted. They tended to go off on their own to die, and so his family named the cats and were attended by them when traveling or hunting, and then the cats got old and one day disappeared. They rarely knew a cat’s fate, unless it had died in the various fights with the Spectre Telle. Thus Nirianne might never know what had become of her old friend Zephyr and would be able to simply remember the good times they’d had and the bond they’d shared. Zephyr, like all short-lived beasts, would simply fade from memory.

			

			—

			That night, Abronja dined with his parents, more for their sake than his own. He’d turned Nirianne down once when she’d invited him, and his polite demurral seemed to hit her like a thrown rock. It wasn’t that he didn’t like his parents or enjoy their company; it was that he found them boring now. He already knew their news; he was on the council with his father and saw Nirianne daily in the library. Nothing else really changed in their lives unless they got a new rug or a new baby had been born somewhere in the citadel. And since they fundamentally disagreed on the one topic that was most important to them all, they naturally avoided discussing it at all costs. Dinner thus became a quiet affair, and Abronja spent most of his time looking forward to being free of their company so that he could join his friends for a more invigorating and lively conversation elsewhere.

			The stew was as boring and quotidian as the conversation, but then, he felt it: one of his magical tripwires. Galaphile’s alarms, as he understood it, were there to detect dark magic, undead creatures, and other aberrations, but Abronja believed that any magical creature might present a threat, and so his own alarms were tuned more broadly. He wanted to know anything unusual that occurred, including strange people in the forest, which is exactly what he sensed now. His head jerked up, and he closed his eyes and sent out his senses.

			“A delegation of Elves approaches,” he said, highly curious. “Pharilee is with them.”

			He opened his eyes to find Galaphile and Nirianne exchanging a cautious glance. “Have you developed the powers of a seer?” Galaphile asked.

			A chuckle. “I wish, but no. I have set my own alarms in the forests, as you have, and I felt a mage pass by one just now.”

			“And you can tell who it is, just like that?” Galaphile asked.

			Abronja shrugged; it wasn’t a big deal, not to him. “I know Pharilee. I know the flavor of her magic. If it were a stranger, I would not know as much.” He pushed away from the table but did not yet stand. “Shall I ride out and see what brings Elven travelers to our doorstep? It’s possible Pharilee has finally decided to join the council—she has incredible camouflage magic, but did not wish to leave her family before. Or perhaps it is something more sinister.”

			Galaphile and Nirianne again shared a look.

			“Let’s ride out together,” Galaphile said. “The situation in Arborlon may be urgent.”

			Finally, something to do! Abronja packed a bag that would see him through a journey to Arborlon, if it came to that. Although the Druid Council was in Paranor, he had lately felt the weight of his parents’ restrictions and anxieties and was eager to be out on his own again, where his beliefs and choices actually mattered. Knowing Galaphile would take longer to prepare for hard riding, he found Evestil, Karthian, and Verloic to alert them that Elven riders were on the way. They quickly packed their own bags and followed him to the stable. By the time Galaphile arrived, the young mages were in the saddle, their horses stamping their feet in eagerness to go.

			“I didn’t know we would have an honor guard,” Galaphile said, clearly annoyed but doing his best, as always, to be diplomatic.

			“If there is news from Arborlon, we are invested in the outcome,” Evestil told him. “Thank you for letting us ride with you.”

			There was nothing Galaphile could say after that. The Elves were free citizens, after all, and even the Ard Rhys could not argue if they wished to go home again. They were already mounted up, ready to go and capable of hard riding; having them along could only be a boon. Abronja was pleased with his horse, as Onyx stood out wherever he went, upright and curried to a shine thanks to his daily ministrations. The stallion had an easy gait and was so well liked and well behaved that he had already produced several fine foals out of Paranor’s mares.

			A party of Krunce’s guards joined them as they trotted out the northern gate and down toward the forest, and two mountain cats took their usual positions, one at the fore of the delegation and one at the tail. They were both gray, one old and grizzled and one young and sprightly, and they did not pay Abronja any mind. He was grateful that his accident with Zephyr had taken place in a different part of the forest; they would not pass near it, and it was possible even these cats did not yet know that she had met her end.

			It was dusk as they moved in a line through the trees, following the onetime deer trail that had become a road wide and smooth enough to accommodate supply wagons. Abronja felt another one of his alarms triggered and sped up to join his father.

			“They aren’t far now,” he said, and again Galaphile gave him a measuring look. Not a pleased look, to his annoyance, but the sort of look that suggested that Abronja was overstepping or otherwise doing something he should not. He hated that sort of look; everything he did was calculated and done well and for good reason.

			He returned the look with interest and urged Onyx to gallop ahead of the group. Galaphile did not call out to him, nor did he keep pace; he maintained his current speed and course. Now on his own, Abronja let Onyx run as fast as he liked, and for a brief moment in the darkening forest, he felt pure exhilaration and freedom, a bird finally and blessedly released from a too-small cage.

			Long ago, Galaphile had placed magical lanterns along this road, knowing it was the most popular route into Paranor, as it carved a nearly horizontal path through the Dragon’s Teeth Mountains and was thus agreeable to wagons. As Abronja approached, each lantern came to life, lighting the road ahead. He heard the other riders before he saw them and called out his greetings, slowing Onyx in a puddle of lantern light so that the approaching horses would not be caught by surprise.

			“Abronja!” Pharilee called, reining her foaming horse to a halt.

			“Pharilee! What brings you to Paranor?”

			He knew this was not merely a diplomatic or trading mission. He could see how worn the horses were, the exhaustion carved in the faces of the riders, the dirt tangling their hair and dusting their boots.

			“Bad tidings, I fear,” Pharilee admitted. “Queen Rishannon was attacked again.”

			An Elven Hunter nudged his horse forward. “The queen lives, do not fear! But she again requests the aid of the High Lord of Paranor.”

		

	
		
			Thirty-Six

			Galaphile cantered up just in time to hear the news. “How was she attacked? I never felt any of my alarms in the palace or underground being triggered.”

			“She was in town attending a gala,” the Hunter said. “And the Telle himself did not appear personally. Several masked figures from the ball moved forward as a group to attack her. She fought them off, although several of her guards were killed, as were some unlucky bystanders. She is injured, and she has asked for you, Galaphile. Please, will you come?”

			This was the sort of decision that Galaphile had to make but that made him painfully aware of the weight of his responsibilities. He was needed here in Paranor, now more than ever. The Druid Council was expanding, experiencing the typical growing pains of any new organization finding its feet. It had been on the verge of explosion when he’d arrived from Arborlon, but now, under his guidance, with his imposed rules of conduct, everyone seemed to be settling into a role. He especially felt that his presence was necessary to keep Abronja and his headstrong young friends firmly in hand and focused on the right activities. Although he valued their skills and perspective and appreciated that they had earned their places among the Druids, he had enough age and experience to recognize that if they were allowed to wrest control of the council, they might, like hotheaded stallions pulling a carriage, drive it directly toward disaster.

			And yet he knew that he could not send Abronja back to Arborlon. Even if the young man was the most powerful mage in Paranor, after Galaphile himself, his self-control was currently lacking, and being in the presence of Queen Rishannon seemed to decrease his intelligence considerably. It would be a further burden on the queen, having to manage an infatuated young man who had a bad habit of mistaking her kindness as interest.

			After Galaphile and his son, Evestil was likely the most talented spellcaster, but his skills extended only to fire and metal, and he was perhaps even more impetuous than Abronja. The queen had gladly taken advantage of the young Elf’s talent for unlocking doors by numbering him among her chosen guards, but he would be little use in fighting the Spectre Telle or inventing novel ways to foil his future plans with only one axis of magical aptitude.

			No, it had to be Galaphile. Sending anyone else would suggest to the queen that her safety and the future of Arborlon were less important than Galaphile’s ambitions for Paranor, which would wreak havoc on their valuable and continued alliance.

			“Of course I will go,” he told Pharilee and the Hunters. “I have my pack with me. Do you wish to rest and change horses in the fortress, or would you rather leave now?”

			“We have spares,” she told him. “And the delegation is charged with returning as soon as possible. Oonah had a vision that a third attack would be the harbinger of the fall of Arborlon, so we must prevent that from happening at all costs. I myself came to join your council, per Abronja’s invitation, so the rest of the company will attend you, if that suits.”

			“You are staying?” Abronja asked, his horse stamping a foot.

			Pharilee smiled at him, and Galaphile saw something there, a shimmer of interest that Abronja did not seem to register. “What can I say but that I missed my friends? And with my grandmother’s passing, it seemed like time for an adventure. This is my first long journey, and I would welcome a bath and food.”

			“We must hurry,” Galaphile reminded everyone. “Abronja, I am counting on you to help lead the Druid Council, under your mother’s guidance. Follow the rules of order, and do not make any brash decisions while I am gone.”

			“Of course, Father. I will make you proud.”

			Abronja was disappointed, Galaphile could see it in his eyes. And yet he sat up straighter, knowing that he would again be in a position of power. That, too, worried Galaphile; the best leaders did not take up their responsibilities because they wanted applause or control, but rather warily accepted the burden of leadership because they knew there were no better choices. Abronja wanted to go to Arborlon, but he was just a little too eager to see his father go instead.

			Galaphile nudged his horse as close to his son as equine sensibilities permitted and spoke quietly but sternly. “Promise me you will not go out looking for the Spectre Telle on your own. I need to hear you say it.”

			For a long moment, Abronja considered this command. “I promise I will not go out looking for the Spectre Telle on my own,” he finally said.

			Oh, how Galaphile wished for Nirianne’s insight and cleverness, because he knew that Abronja was withholding something important, and yet he did not know what it might be. Surrounded by friends and strangers, with the queen waiting desperately at the other end of a long journey, Galaphile did not have the time or leisure to puzzle out what his son was hiding from him, why he had agreed so readily to hold back when what he wanted most was to unleash himself on the world and on their enemy. Abronja had all the potential of a knife lying on the ground. It might sit there, harmless, doing nothing, it might be used to chop radishes for dinner, or it might be used to stab someone in the gut. In a world that contained the Spectre Telle, Galaphile had had no choice but to raise his son to fight, and now he was beginning to realize that he could no longer control when or how that might happen.

			“Give your mother my love. Tell her I’ll be home as soon as Arborlon is stabilized. I know she will help wrangle the Druids and make certain that they remain on the correct path in my absence.” Galaphile carefully removed the Elit Druin from his cloak and held it out to Abronja, whose eyes shone with hope as he accepted the golden emblem. “If your mother wears this, it will offer her the respect of the council and remind them that in my absence, her word is law.”

			Abronja’s eyes went cold, and his lip curled. “Yes, Father.”

			Galaphile knew he had hurt his son, and yet this response served to underline that he had made the correct choice. Abronja was desperate for power, which meant he was not ready to wield it.

			“I love you, Abronja,” he said, looking directly into his son’s angry, wounded eyes. “More than words can say. I love you, and I trust you to do the right thing. I know you will keep your mother and Paranor safe in my absence.”

			“I will do my best to make you proud.”

			But Galaphile didn’t want Abronja to make him proud; not like that. He wanted to know that he could trust his son to do the correct thing, the safe thing. He wanted to hear that absolutely nothing had happened in his absence, that the Druids had continued their good works, that the meetings had allowed the spread of knowledge and peace, that new Druids had been welcomed into the fold and encouraged to contribute in whatever way they felt called. In the best-case scenario, Galaphile would return home to find that there had been no news whatsoever and all was well and life was really quite boring.

			This was not what Abronja wanted, which is why Abronja would not be wearing the Elit Druin. He was not ready.

			Galaphile reached out to clasp wrists with his son, the closest he could come to an embrace while on horseback and facing a long night in the saddle.

			“Safe journey,” Abronja said, his voice formal.

			Galaphile squeezed his arm. “And may you know nothing but peace in Paranor while I am away. That is the best gift you could give me.”

			He turned to the leader of the Elven Hunters. “I am ready.”

			Without another word, they wheeled their horses and galloped away.

			

			—

			The Elit Druin was cold in Abronja’s hand as he turned Onyx back toward Paranor. When his father had first given it to him, he’d been filled with an almost holy joy, as if a beam of sunlight had fallen on him, bathing him in glittering warmth. In an instant, that feeling was replaced with the cold chill of betrayal. His father had hurt him, and what’s more, he’d embarrassed him in front of the phalanx of Elven Hunters. He began to wonder if perhaps Galaphile had done it on purpose to put him in his place. At least Evestil and his friends had been too far away to hear the implied rebuke.

			He was more valuable to his father when he was cowed and meek. Galaphile, he now understood, was threatened by him. Why else would he go to such trouble to humble him so publicly?

			Instead of pinning the sigil to his cloak, as he had dreamed about doing every night, he carefully placed it in his saddlebag, laying it gently atop the pile of clothes he would not need because he would not be traveling to Arborlon this night. No, Galaphile was going alone, without his son or his wife. And that, too, revealed something, didn’t it?

			Before, Galaphile had always traveled with Nirianne; he bragged that the combination of his own magic and her intelligence and emotional sensitivity made them exponentially stronger than they were individually. But last time, he had taken Abronja, only sending his young, capable son away once he showed an interest in Rishannon and thus became a threat. Now Galaphile went to Arborlon on his own, where he would have ample time alone with Queen Rishannon in a chamber not so very far from her rooms. They would breakfast together in the garden, walk to the council meetings together. Perhaps she would be called upon to attend another ball like the one where she’d been attacked, and, of course, she would require the Ard Rhys of Paranor as her heroic companion.

			It turned his stomach, thinking of his father and the queen spending time alone together. How could his father even contemplate straying from Nirianne, whom he had always called his beloved, his heartmate, the love of his life? Was it because Nirianne was showing her age, diminishing in the ways of a Human, her once-bright hair going dull and gray, her skin cracking with wrinkles, her hands just starting to show the brown spots of maturity? The queen was lovely, that was undeniable; she would be exactly that lovely for hundreds of years to come, just as Galaphile would.

			Or perhaps it was less physical and more a meeting of the minds. Ever since Ional’s death, Nirianne had seemed like a shadow of herself, as if she had one foot in the spirit world with her lost son. She smiled and laughed, but it oftentimes felt like an act, like her mind dwelt elsewhere. The queen, on the other hand, had a lightness about her conversation, a ready mind eager to discuss lofty ideals and philosophies. She did not haunt a library, fussing over books with a feather duster, but instead played an active role in the Elven government, raising her voice and contributing to every debate. She rode horses, practiced with knives, excelled at archery, had even created some of the glass artworks decorating the palace. There was a liveliness, a vigor about her.

			The more Abronja meditated on the queen and the fact that his father was galloping toward her in the middle of the night, the more agitated he became. As he led his friends back home along the lantern-lit wagon trail, he silently seethed, aware that anything he said right now might never be unsaid. He had his suspicions about his father, but he desperately hoped they were not true, and he was ashamed that if they were true, eventually, the world would know. Even here, in the dark, among only his closest friends in the world, he would not share his deepest fears.

			Back in the fortress, he handed Onyx off to the sleepy hostlers, said good night to his friends, and shouldered his carefully packed bag for the walk to the tower. His heart was heavy, and his mind was spinning. When he knocked on his mother’s door, she bid him enter, and the moment she saw that he was alone, her face fell.

			“Let me guess. Trouble in Arborlon?” she said.

			“The queen was again attacked,” Abronja told her. “She is injured but safe. A seer has seen that a third attack will herald the end of Arborlon, and so the queen requested Galaphile attend her personally.”

			Nirianne shook her head, looking tired and older than her years. “I suspected as much. I would’ve liked to join him, but—well, my place is here now, I suppose. At least he took what he needed for the journey.” She brightened a little as she looked at Abronja’s face. “And it was so clever of you to see them coming and anticipate their need. I swear, my Brona, every day you amaze me.” She reached for him, a hand on his shoulder. “I hope you’ll continue to dine with me, while your father is gone. I get lonely. Perhaps I will go visit Zephyr tomorrow.”

			Abronja schooled his face with a gentle smile. “It is always good to see an old friend, and, of course, I’ll be here for dinner. Hopefully he will not be gone long this time.”

			“It is always too long for my taste,” Nirianne said with a sorrowful sigh. “He told me from the start that he had a destiny, and I so wanted to be a part of it, and I am glad that I have indeed had my role to play, but…this stage of the journey is more challenging than I’d anticipated.” She shook her head and smiled again. “Did he say anything else?”

			Abronja almost reached for the Elit Druin, but then he stopped himself. “Only that he sends his love and will return as soon as he can.”

			“A familiar refrain, is it not?” She chuckled sadly. “Good thing I love the man. Would you like to finish your dinner?”

			Abronja drew her into a hug. “The day was tiring, and I need rest. Sleep well, Mother.”

			She laid her head against his shoulder. “And you, too, my darling Brona. What would I ever do without you?”

			He kissed the top of her head and, feeling only slightly guilty, returned to his room, where he placed the Elit Druin on his desk and opened up the Ildatch, eager to see what he might learn.

		

	
		
			Thirty-Seven

			The next morning, Abronja woke up filled with energy and purpose. He was particularly exacting about his appearance, making sure his hair and robes were just so before attaching the Elit Druin to his chest. Every time he held it, it filled him with pride and pleasure; he could feel the power and magic he’d infused into its very essence. It almost hummed in its eagerness to be used, to help the magic flow more smoothly.

			He did not speak to his friends ahead of time, did not make plans with any outside parties. Last night, while studying the Ildatch, he had felt a certain surety, as if the book were encouraging his next step, as if he had its full approval. He wrote out his speech and practiced it, enhancing his words with a little spell he’d been experimenting with that added to his charm and charisma.

			Most important, he had thoroughly meditated on his promise to his father and was quite certain that his current course of action would not prove him a liar.

			“Promise me you will not go out looking for the Spectre Telle on your own,” Galaphile had said. And Abronja had had no choice but to agree, but he had considered the words quite carefully.

			Go out looking for implied that he did not know where the Spectre Telle was hiding, but he did know. He knew exactly and specifically where the Telle was, and thus he would not “go out looking.”

			On your own suggested that Abronja might ride out literally alone, with no one else, which would be absurdly foolish. Of course he would take along his young, powerful friends, mages and fighters who were just as committed to the cause.

			And so, as he stood before the Druid Council wearing the Elit Druin, Abronja was fully prepared to make his case. What’s more, he had noticed last night in the stable that one of the mares was close to foaling, and so he did a slight bit of magic to ensure that it would happen at exactly the right time. Thus was Nirianne not in attendance as he banged Galaphile’s gavel on the wooden table and began.

			“My fellow Druids, as many of you know, my father, the Ard Rhys and High Lord, Galaphile Joss, was called to Arborlon for an emergency late last night,” he said, meeting the eye of everyone around the table. “Our enemy, the Spectre Telle, has again boldly attacked Queen Rishannon of the Elves, and a seer has foreseen that should the Telle attack again, Arborlon will fall. When he left, Galaphile charged me with leading in his absence, a vital task that I had no choice but to accept.” When he said this last bit, he put his hand over his heart so that it fell alongside the Elit Druin, drawing attention to the polished gold symbol.

			For a brief moment, he sent out his magic, probing the four friends who had ridden with him last night. He sensed no distrust there, no confusion. Good. They had not heard Galaphile’s words regarding Abronja’s role in his absence and who was meant to wear the Elit Druin. None would speak against him now.

			“As your acting Ard Rhys, I must remind you that the Spectre Telle is currently the greatest enemy to the peace we are charged with spreading—a peace that my father has dedicated his life to creating from chaos. We know that the Telle has plans in the works, and history would suggest that his undead minions will attack the Elven queen again and again until he succeeds in killing her and destroying Arborlon, which has stood for thousands of years, and which remains one of our strongest allies. What’s more, we know that the Spectre Telle himself is hiding in the Eastland.”

			Murmurs went up around the table; many of the Druids did not know this, which further bolstered Abronja’s next statement, which was only partially a lie. “As I have developed my magical powers, I have attempted to learn the ways of the seers, and I have had a vision. The Spectre Telle is headquartered at the ancient fortress of Dun Fee Aran, beyond the High Ben. I therefore propose that we immediately send a contingent of Druids and soldiers to Dun Fee Aran to destroy him once and for all—a charge that I will personally lead.”

			Not just murmurs and whispers, but shouts broke out.

			“Absolutely not!” Thravia cried. “We cannot be without both our mages!”

			Cazan slammed his fist on the table. “Galaphile would not approve!”

			“We must move quickly!” Karthian roared. “We know where the enemy is, and we must strike first!”

			“We must protect our Gnomish allies in the East!” Leej added. “They are depending on us!”

			Abronja had expected this sort of mixed but charged response, and he slammed the gavel against the wood until a crack appeared, silencing them all. “This is a council, and we have rules of order,” he reminded the Druids. “We will vote. Two-thirds of our number are required to move forward. All in favor of sending a delegation to hunt and kill the Spectre Telle, thus saving Arborlon and the Elven queen, protecting the Gnomes, and upholding peace for the Four Lands, please raise your hands with me!”

			As his words echoed in the stone chamber, Abronja’s hand shot up into the sky, as did those of Evestil, Karthian, Verloic, Pharilee, Lindorn, Leej, and Zakrar. Other hands went up, some forcefully and some almost with regret. He counted them, his teeth gritting, wishing that there was some way to use his magic to force the vote that he knew was integral to the future of Paranor. It was very close, and he finally realized he had exactly the number of votes that he needed.

			“Excellent! My friends, I—”

			“But wait,” said Cazan, who had voted against the motion. “Who is that?” He pointed at Pharilee, who blushed.

			“That is Pharilee, who arrived from Arborlon last night. She is a mage adept at camouflage and transfiguration,” Abronja explained.

			“She is not a Druid,” Thravia pointed out. “Druids can only be appointed by Galaphile, and Galaphile is not here.”

			“Galaphile met her last night,” Abronja said sharply. “She came here to join us, and my father trusts my judgment.” He tapped the Elit Druin. “I am the acting Ard Rhys, and if the Ard Rhys can appoint a Druid, then I hereby appoint Pharilee to the Druid Council.”

			The room absolutely erupted with noise. Some Druids were in favor of Abronja, others argued that none but Galaphile could appoint Druids or change the rules around appointing Druids. Pharilee sat there, her face fallen, her hands shaking. Abronja regretted making her feel so unwelcome and putting her on the spot, but he had not anticipated that the Druid Council would be so hostile to a new mage joining their number.

			After a few moments, the room went quiet, and Abronja was about to carry on with his argument when he noticed that Ursule Raken had entered the room and was standing by the door. The seer had an otherworldly, striking look, with her white hair and skin and eyelashes, and she was one of the only people in Paranor who wore all white clothing, in part because a seer’s work did not involve dirt or blood.

			“Welcome, Ursule,” Abronja said, for he knew that she was to be treated with respect at all times, and that she had been offered a spot on the Druid Council more than once by Galaphile himself. She had refused, but Galaphile was adamant that she was always welcome to join them.

			“The world holds its breath,” Ursule said, standing as still as a statue and clutching her cloak around her as if she alone was freezing cold. “This moment will change everything. Failure begets victory begets failure. Victory begets victory begets failure. This is a dark road.”

			Abronja looked to Verloic, who shrugged. Even seers didn’t understand other seers, sometimes.

			“Can you elaborate?” Azzir asked, stroking his beard. “My visions are generally less ambiguous, I’m told.”

			Ursule looked to Abronja. “Last time, you did not heed me. This time, what will you do?”

			Abronja did not flinch from her strange gaze. “If they vote to let us hunt the Spectre Telle, will we be successful? Can we end him?”

			“Yes,” Ursule said. She cocked her head. “But then again, no.”

			“Bah; seers!” Cazan threw up his hands. “A vision is a thing you see, so why are your words so muddled? Will he kill the Telle or will the Telle kill him?”

			But Ursule only shook her head sadly. “I’ll only answer a question once. Your Ard Rhys has told you what must happen.”

			With that, she left, and the room again filled with questions and cries and slammed fists.

			“We vote again,” Abronja shouted, banging the gavel, more eager than ever to go. He was the acting Ard Rhys, and he had indeed told them what must happen. Ursule had said he would kill the Telle, that there would be victory. And some failure, sure, but she had said victory just as often as she had said failure, and everyone had heard it. “All in favor, raise your hand!”

			This time, to his astonishment, some Druids refused to raise their hands. Cazan, Azzir, and Pharilee all opted out of the vote, while several more Druids voted against the motion.

			“I refuse to take part in a doomed prophecy that I cannot understand,” Azzir said.

			“And I won’t vote if they don’t want me to,” Pharilee added shyly.

			Abronja had won the first round, and now he was two votes short.

			“We will vote again,” he barked, “and everyone must participate. Again, I urge you all to consider that we have the chance to destroy our enemy, once and for all. Now, a show of hands!”

			This time, he was three votes short.

			Fury boiled in his veins, and it felt as if the Elit Druin might burn a hole in his robe. He threw the gavel on the ground.

			“You have doomed us all, you cowards,” he said, and stormed from the room.

			

			—

			Nirianne was washing the horse muck off her arms and humming happily to herself when the door to her apartments was flung open so hard that it bounced off the wall. She spun, flinging water, to find Abronja pacing the room in his Druid robes, the Elit Druin shining on his chest.

			“What’s wrong, my Brona?” she asked, dropping the towel and hurrying toward him.

			He held up a hand; he wasn’t doing much to conceal the tempest of emotions inside him, and he did not wish to be touched lest he might explode.

			“They voted against me,” he said, voice husky. “I know where the Spectre Telle is, and I have a party of powerful warriors and mages ready to make the journey, but the Druids voted against it. Old cowards. Fools. Ursule Raken appeared in the middle of things and only made it worse. She doesn’t even understand her own prophecies, and yet she seeks to control us with them!”

			Abronja had the energy of a cornered wild animal, and Nirianne kept her distance and fumbled for the right thing to say. Powerful men, she knew, did not like to feel as if they needed someone to console them. He wanted understanding, and yet she could not pretend that she agreed with him.

			“If Ursule appeared at a council meeting, it must’ve been important,” she reminded him. “She doesn’t like the council. But she loves you and would want to protect you, as she always has.”

			“If she loved me, she would understand that I need to do this,” he snapped. “But the people in my life who claim to love me refuse to support me. If my father wants to build a citadel or run off to his Elven paramour, everyone is eager to heap praise upon him for his commitment to duty, but if I want to go kill the man who murdered my brother and tortured my mother, the man who threatens all that we have built, I must be cautious? It is ridiculous. And cruel. And unfair.”

			Nirianne blinked. “I’m sorry, but did you just say Elven paramour?”

			Abronja regarded her with great pity. “Come now, Mother. Surely you suspect it. Father runs off to Arborlon alone every chance he gets. His room is but a heartbeat away from the queen’s chambers. They dine together, walk together, laugh together. She is the embodiment of beauty. Any man might fall to her charms, and Father would not be the first.”

			“Oh, my darling son,” Nirianne said, half furious and half amused. “Your father is not in love with the queen, and you insult all three of us by accusing him of such. He is merely doing his duty. He did not wish to leave us. He wants to be here. If the queen were dead, he would heed the king’s call with the same speed and grace.”

			Abronja sneered. “I doubt it. I have seen the way he looks at her.”

			At that, Nirianne crossed her arms and stepped closer. “You are on dangerous ground, my love. You are saying things you cannot unsay. And I do wonder if perhaps it is your jealousy speaking. The queen is indeed beautiful and charming, and it is only natural that a young man might mistake that for love.”

			“I do not love her!” Abronja shouted. “This is not about me. It is about Father abandoning you—abandoning us and Paranor and the Druid Council. They do not respect my authority, even though I wear the Elit Druin!”

			Nirianne touched the emblem that burned on his chest and withdrew her finger. “But do you wear it by rights, or did you merely borrow it to bolster your chances of getting your way?”

			Abronja ripped the sigil from his chest and threw it across the room; it hit the wall and clattered to the ground. “Who else would wear it? Who else is worthy? I am the man Galaphile raised me to be, and I know all of his magic and more, so why does no one trust me to follow my own destiny as they have always trusted him?”

			His eyes were red and tearing up, and Nirianne could sense the emotions warring inside him. Anger, hurt, betrayal, pride, and a desperate, desperate need. To prove himself, to be more, to fix the mistake he’d made as a child. That guilt inside him, letting Ional die, it was eating away at him like a festering wound. He wanted so badly to be loved and did not understand that he already was, always had been, and never need fear otherwise.

			She grabbed her son by the arms and pulled him roughly to her, hoping that even if her words did not find a home in the hard soil of his heart, her radiating love would. “It was not your fault,” she said firmly, lovingly, from the rawest depths of her soul. “Killing the Telle won’t bring Ional back, no matter how much you wish it could. But it could take you away from me forever, and that would break my heart. You can’t save him, but you can save me—by keeping yourself safe.”

			Abronja reared back, ripping away from her grasp and shaking his head. “You think you can see inside me, but I just want you to listen to me. Listen to what I tell you instead of assuming you know everything. I am meant to kill the Spectre Telle. I was born to do it. I feel it in my soul, my heart, my bones. It is not for selfish reasons; it is so that no one will ever suffer again as you did, as Ional did, as the good warriors he killed during the Great Siege did. What will it take before you and the other Druids can see that I must be allowed to complete my great quest? Must I call upon some god, go lose myself in the marsh for years and come back with some wild, unbelievable story before you’ll trust me?” He chuckled sadly and turned to the door.

			Nirianne’s hands were up, reaching, empty.

			She had never felt so helpless, even when the Spectre Telle had held her in his grasp.

			“You see everything except me,” her son whispered.

			And then he was gone.

		

	
		
			Thirty-Eight

			Finally, Abronja had said everything he had held back for so very long. All his worries, his fears, his angers had run out of him like pus from a wound that had finally swollen too big to be contained. His mother—well, she’d acted exactly how he might have expected. She loved him, but not enough. She saw him but was blind to his needs. She wanted him safe while denying the dangers of forcing him into complacency. She saw through his lies but not his truth.

			In short, she was completely wrong, and he was not surprised.

			Galaphile thought her so intuitive in her understanding of people, but she was only a frail Human, really, with no magic of her own. Abronja now had ways of seeing what truly lay in a person’s heart, thanks to the teachings of the Ildatch. He possessed the skill she was lauded for, and no one had any idea.

			Back in his rooms, he flung his Druid robes into a corner and pulled the Ildatch from its hiding place, running a hand over its worn cover so that he might find comfort in its soothing energy. He felt older than his years, weighed down by disappointment. Both of the people he loved and trusted the most in the entire world had stabbed him in the back. His father, now riding alone to Arborlon to dally with the queen, had not trusted him to lead, and his mother, who had doubted him ever since Ional’s accident, had not trusted him to follow his destiny. They did not believe in him, his parents. They had promised unconditional love, but as it turned out, there were always conditions. Their main condition was that he sit here and do nothing instead of taking the very action that could solve all their problems in one fell swoop.

			If only they trusted him enough, loved him enough.

			If only the Druid Council wasn’t so old, so weak, so fearful.

			No one had Abronja’s magical skills, not even his father. Few warriors had his ferocity and lethality. He could ride hard and fast, fight anyone, learn anything, win over anyone who wasn’t an ossified old coward. He had eclipsed his father, and now Galaphile could only hold him back.

			Except…

			Well, he couldn’t, actually, could he?

			Galaphile was on his way to Arborlon with the Elves, and he would not be reachable for nearly a month. The Streleheim Plains were vast, and even the fastest messenger might not find him on the road, which meant that for at least three weeks, Galaphile could not interfere with anything Abronja chose to do. And once he had been contacted, he still had to turn around and double back, revisiting the entire journey.

			A slow smile spread across Abronja’s face.

			The only person who could stop him from carrying out his plan was gone.

			No one on the Druid Council could even approach his magical skills, and those who could keep up with him on horseback or with a weapon were on his side already and eager to join his cause. All he had to do was leave—in such a way that no one would pause to wonder if he should be allowed to leave. Between the tower and the road down to the Eastland, there stood only guards and civilians, none of whom should know or care about the Young Lord’s business. And those that might try to question him…

			Abronja ran his fingers over the Ildatch.

			Thanks to the book, he already knew a spell that made people fall asleep.

			He could even scramble their memories a little, just enough to wipe himself from their grasping minds.

			It was honestly funny. Now that he thought about it, the only limits that could stop him had been imposed by his own way of thinking. Get permission. Get the votes. Get Nirianne’s blessing. But what if he’d never needed those things in the first place? He was a free man and called no man king. He was not ruled by a governing body. He did not have a boss or a master or a significant other who might beg him to stay. No one could stop him, and if they wished to try, he would welcome the chance to truly show them what he could do, now that he was certain of himself and his destiny.

			

			—

			Nirianne paced her rooms. She was always restless after attending a birth in the stables; it was hard work fraught with worry, but once she saw a bright-eyed foal stand on wobbling legs as its mother nickered sweetly, she was filled with a sort of elation, a fellow feeling. There was nothing so precious and beautiful as a mother’s love, nothing so joyous as new life blinking up in wonder and adoration. She had always loved babies—

			Even after she had lost her own. Especially after that. She had tried so hard to have more, but such was not her destiny. Now she had one amazing, beautiful, talented son, and he was absolutely furious with her. She’d felt his heart break as she held him, had seen the pain in his eyes. She had told him her truth, poured her love into him with her words, and he had somehow left feeling profoundly misunderstood and unloved. It was almost as if he heard only what he wanted to hear, like he wanted to punish himself by believing the worst of her, the worst of himself.

			How could her Brona not see how special he was to her, how much she valued him, both as a son and as a man on the rise? If there were words that could win him over, she could not find them. The love that should’ve washed over him like the sea and soaked into his bones had instead hammered against him like the insulting, painful jabs of hail in a storm.

			Full of energy and fully aware that if she went to his rooms now, she might lose him forever, she sat down with quill and paper and wrote him a letter, choosing her words carefully as she poured out every last feeling in her heart. She began with her happiness at learning she was pregnant, detailed the everyday joys of carrying him in her belly, described her overwhelming awe at seeing his face for the first time and holding him tenderly to her breast. She regaled him with tales of his toddlerhood, funny things he’d said when he was young, tales of his bravery learning to ride and hunt. She recalled how he had loved to ride on Galaphile’s shoulders as they did their rounds of the growing fortress every morning, and how both she and Galaphile had wept the day he no longer wished to be carried or hold anyone’s hand. The hardest part was finding the words around his innocence in Ional’s death, and she did her best to keep her tears from smearing the ink.

			Nirianne left her entire soul on the page, telling her grown son all her fears for him, and what it would cost her if he died pursuing his quest. After pages and pages of professions of love and adoration, she chose her words very carefully for the last paragraph.

			
				My Brona, you wish to be heard, and I hear you. I see you. You feel it is your destiny to hunt the Spectre Telle, and I know it is in part to keep me safe and avenge wrongs once done to me, long ago. I can feel your love for me even through your anger. Every fiber of my being tells me that this is the wrong course of action, but every fiber of your being tells you the opposite, and so I will acquiesce. I will support you, whatever you choose. I will help you pack, and I will wave goodbye as you ride away, and for your part, you will forgive me my tears and the fact that I will hold on to our embrace longer than you, a grown man in his prime, would prefer. You must do what you think is right, because that is growing up. And I must let you do it, because that is a parent’s job.

				All my love forever,

				Your Mother

			

			Creeping to Abronja’s chamber just before dawn, Nirianne slid her letter underneath the door and into his room before scurrying back to her own apartments. Perhaps he was still awake and would read it immediately, or maybe he would rise later in the morning and find it, and with any luck, a good night’s sleep would have left him primed to accept her peace offering with good grace.

			She curled up alone in her bed, missing her partner, wondering where she’d gone wrong, sending her thoughts to the heavens, hoping that her sweet, darling boy would forgive her, and that, whatever he chose to do, he would return to her.

			

			—

			When the sun began to rise, Abronja and his chosen warriors were cantering through the forest, far from the prying eyes of anyone in Paranor who might be looking out beyond the plateau. The grooms and guards he’d enchanted would soon be awakened as their compatriots arrived to find them asleep on the job. No one had seen them depart the tower or saddle their horses. No one had seen them pass through the gate. He easily maneuvered around every magical alarm his father had ever set; they seemed so pedestrian and obvious to him now. All of Paranor slept peacefully as he began his great quest, and the morning was bright with dew and a brilliant red sun.

			Abronja rode Onyx and ponied the other horse the queen had given him, a blue roan named Topaz. He had abandoned his Druid robes for the inky black cloak worn by the queen’s guard in Arborlon, spun of fine black wool and spider silk so that it might blend in with the shadows. Around him, dressed in similar fashion, were Evestil, Karthian, Verloic, Pharilee, Zakrar, Leej, and Lindorn. He had invited only those he trusted wholeheartedly and knew were on his side, and they had eagerly agreed to come—to a one.

			In his pack, Abronja had, of course, brought the Ildatch, but it was not his only magical tool. His mother had become the default librarian of the Druid Council, and she had also taken control over the process of labeling, recording, and storing all the magical artifacts that were brought into the great vault, which was well hidden and only accessible through the library. Although Nirianne frequently called upon various Druids for help in identifying the sources and uses of the objects that arrived to be catalogued, she most often asked Abronja his opinion regarding the magical properties of this burned book or that cracked crystal. These items had long ago lost their true application or had been broken or drained of their original strength; that was the only reason Paranor’s scouts were allowed to take them. Any object with real power would be highly valued by its owners, whether for how it might be used or how it might be sold.

			Thanks to his mother’s lack of magical sensitivity, Abronja therefore knew exactly which artifacts might actually be useful, especially with some simple repairs. Before waking his friends, he’d crept into the library, used his mother’s secret switch to open the vault, and taken a single object that he was fairly certain she considered completely useless: the cursed misericord with a broken blade. When asked, he had told his mother that, since it was in two pieces, the thing could not serve its purpose and had thus lost its magic. What he had not mentioned was that anyone skilled with metal magic might return it to its former greatness.

			Again alone in his room, he had placed the two parts of the blade on a flat stone on his worktable and merged the metal so skillfully that no blacksmith in the world could’ve proven it had ever been broken. His combining element? More shavings from the hinges of the Ildatch. Now the thing was tightly wrapped in soft leather, pressed against the book like a lover. Abronja wasn’t certain, but he thought that the ancient tome might lend some of its magic to the blade to reawaken its powers, almost like putting a stunned lizard in the sun to reinvigorate it. They were irrevocably linked now, which only enhanced the magic of the dagger of death.

			Yes, it was cursed. Yes, it longed to taste his blood—any blood. His mother would see that as a drawback, a danger, but Abronja reasoned that its dark power was what made it so very useful. His ultimate goal was to end the Spectre Telle forever, and dark magic was perfectly suited to that sort of task. Abronja would use every weapon available to ensure the job was done. Like the Ildatch, it was simply a tool, and in the hands of the righteous, it would be all the more powerful.

			He had many other weapons, of course: his bow and arrows, the throwing stars always hidden about his person, the fine knife Queen Rishannon had gifted him, a sword he’d forged himself, adding barely a few grains of another corner of the Ildatch’s silver clasps. Surrounded by his friends, all mages and warriors, he glowed with a sense of pride in their collective lethality. They were young, vital, strong, eager, clever, and ambitious—and armed to the teeth. How had he ever thought the Druid Council might stop them? Why had he allowed himself to sit there amidst their embarrassing chaos, allowing them to judge him? They were toothless, as a collective and individually. Perhaps Cazan was loud, but being loud didn’t change anything. Words, no matter at what volume they were spoken, could not stop a determined man.

			Abronja’s main fear, as they rode toward the northern gate, had been that Ursule Raken or Chelm might try to stop them. In fact, Ursule was possibly the only person in the world capable of making Abronja pause at all, and that was simply because she’d had that power when he was young. She had spoken her piece in the council chambers, and now he barely remembered what she had said. Doggerel, just a mumble of nonsense prophecies as usual. And Chelm, once one of his father’s pet mages, had all but disappeared from everyday life in Paranor. Abronja had not seen him in weeks and did not even know if he was in the fortress or on some journey. Ratcher was dead, Varisol rarely left his tavern, Jirrix was focused on his young family, Krunce and Sanitov were busy overseeing their projects. Galaphile was gone, and Nirianne was likely crying in her room, feeling sorry for herself. There was no one left to stand in Abronja’s way.

			And thus did his party ride out of the forest, through the Hall of Kings, and into the Rabb Plains, unseen and unchallenged. As far as Abronja was concerned, the hard part was over. They could not be stopped. They had a map, and he knew exactly where to find the Spectre Telle. Now, all he had to do was slay the monster and all of his minions and return home a hero. Then Galaphile and Nirianne would understand. His parents would finally, truly see him.

			Everyone would.

		

	
		
			Thirty-Nine

			Nirianne prepared breakfast for two and waited for her son to appear. By the time she’d set aside the uneaten food for the pigs’ slop and began to prepare lunch, worry crept through her veins. After reading a letter like that, surely Abronja would have something to say. In her fondest dreams, he arrived to embrace her and apologize and mend all the wounds between them. In her darkest nightmares, he slid a much shorter letter under her door, telling her that she was a horrible mother and he was leaving forever, never to return.

			But the fact that he had not appeared whatsoever suggested a third possibility, one she did not care to contemplate. Smoothing down her dress and trying to wear a calm expression despite her growing unease, she approached Abronja’s door and knocked. When there was no answer, she knocked harder, then called his name. Nothing shifted in the room, not the tiniest scrape or sound. Getting down to her hands and knees, she peeked under the door and saw only the letter she had left there before dawn.

			When she attempted to open the door, it did not budge, and so she went to find Sanitov and see if he and his workers might open it. None of them could.

			“Whatever lock is holding it closed, we did not install it,” he told her. “Maybe ask that young Elf who’s so good with metal?”

			Ah, but Evestil wasn’t in his room, either. Nirianne knocked on the doors of all the young Elves Abronja counted as close friends and was met with only silence. She visited the Druid chambers, the library, the gardens, the tavern, the cafeteria, the training grounds. No one had seen Abronja or his friends all day.

			Her suspicions crystallizing, she sought Krunce Torsh and asked to speak to the guards who’d been on duty last night. None had seen Abronja, but several had been found asleep at dawn. All of the night’s guards—to a one, in fact—had fallen asleep where they stood, some leaning against walls and others flat on the ground. In the stable, nearly twenty horses were missing, along with nine saddles.

			That was all that Nirianne needed to know.

			Her beloved son had either missed or ignored her missive, collected his friends, and left Paranor without a word to anyone—with, in fact, spells to render those he passed unconscious. She wished he were simply following his father to Arborlon; even a lovesick boy’s proud ramblings would’ve been preferable to the reality of the situation. Nirianne knew what he was doing, knew that her headstrong son had made his decision and would not stop until he was satisfied.

			Against everyone’s wishes, he was going to kill the Spectre Telle or die trying.

			With leaden feet, she walked to the small cemetery by the garden and fell to her knees at the foot of Ional’s grave. Her tears soaked the earth as she considered what it would feel like to bury her only remaining son.

			

			—

			The weather was fine and bright, and it seemed as if the gods, if there were gods, had blessed Abronja’s journey. He was filled with a peace he hadn’t known in years and realized that this quest had called to him all his life, and that there was great relief in finally taking up the charge. Never before had he felt such surety, such purpose, as if he were exactly where he was supposed to be, doing exactly what he was born to do. He was surrounded by friends who loved and appreciated him, riding the most beautiful horse in the land, power and vitality flowing through his body. And in his bag, he carried the Ildatch and the misericord, pulsing with quiet happiness like cats nestled together in a sunbeam.

			In the years since he’d returned from Arborlon, he had in turns mastered the magics known by each of his friends, all except for Verloic’s skills with prognostication, for despite what he’d said in the council chambers, that skill could not be learned. Of course, so long as she was near him, he would have use of her talents, and so he did not feel bereft. Although Pharilee had originally been loath to leave Arborlon and had little experience with horses or fighting, Oonah’s prophecy had suggested that she was needed in Paranor, and the journey across the Streleheim Plains had turned her into an expert horsewoman. The Elven Hunters had also gladly taught her how to hunt and shoot a bow, for how else might they while away the time? Now that she rode at Abronja’s side, he realized that he had yet another skill area where a fellow mage might guide him.

			Pharilee, he knew, had always shown a particular interest in him, and although he did not return the sentiment, he still valued her as a friend. When she learned that he wished to explore more of her camouflage magic, she eagerly taught him all that she could. Thanks to his existing skills and experience in learning new disciplines, he could soon disappear at will and cause his horse and those around him to do the same. It was as if he could take Pharilee’s inborn magic and amplify it exponentially to suit his own needs. He felt certain he could push the magic even further, but he did not wish to make her feel so easily outdone.

			It was satisfying to realize how eagerly he could absorb and aggregate new information and then seamlessly change the world around him. He began to feel as if he were an architect of magic, born to move a step beyond his father, the High Lord everyone else seemed to venerate. Hopefully, once he had completed his quest, he would earn the esteem he had so far lacked, whether because he was so young or because he had always stood in the shadow of the vaunted Galaphile Joss.

			Knowing that they would need all the offensive and defensive strategies they could conjure, Abronja pulled his friends together around the campfire and attempted something brand-new, something the Druids of the council were apparently too fearful, prideful, or jealous to try: He boldly discussed new ways to use their individual and combined magic as weapons. He and Karthian considered ways in which the fungi growing upon the Spectre Telle’s minions might be used to wrest control of their bodies or pin them to the earth. With Leej, he discussed how to use their combined powers of telekinesis to crush the enemy with rocks or architecture or toss their bodies forcefully upward into stalactites or branches. Zakrar had immense strength, even for a Rock Troll, and was virtually invulnerable, and they considered scenarios in which they might combine and multiply their strength if mobbed by Mwellrets or the undead.

			After much consideration, Abronja finally shared with Evestil his thus-far conjectural ideas for using metal to defeat their enemies. The young Elf had focused his skills on locks, doors, and mending the queen’s jewelry, back in Arborlon, but now he quickly warmed to the idea of using metal directly as a weapon.

			When the party stopped to eat or rest, they turned conjecture into reality. Verloic was the best archer among them, even on horseback, and Abronja and Evestil soon learned how to heat the metal point of her arrow as it flew so that it exploded within seconds of plunging into its target. They could do the same with any metal object forcefully thrown by Zakrar, and Abronja decided that when they reached the city of Storlock, they would buy as many old and cheap weapons as they could. With the powers shared among the group, an arrow did not need to fly straight, and a sword did not need a sharp blade. Even the oldest, cheapest, most poorly alloyed metal could kill.

			They rode as hard as the horses could healthfully tolerate, switching mounts each morning. One day, one of Karthian’s horses broke her leg in a gopher hole, which was always a sad moment; there was no way to fix such an injury, and the kindest thing was to put the animal out of its misery. Karthian loved his horses and had trained them both from birth, and he was especially despondent.

			“Wait,” Abronja said as Karthian pulled out his knife, tears streaming down his face as he sat on the ground with the gleaming chestnut mare’s head in his lap.

			“Can you heal her?” Karthian asked, and the hope in his face was a balm to Abronja, who was so very accustomed to being doubted.

			“I don’t know, but it can’t hurt to try. If it doesn’t work, then you know what to do.” He gestured for Karthian to stand and give him some space and knelt, running his fingers along the horse’s leg. The bone had not broken the skin, at least, but the leg could not bear weight, and the mare’s soft eyes shone with pain, her mouth tight. Abronja did not know much about the healers who attended animals, but he knew a broken bone had always been a death sentence for any horse.

			He also knew that he could manipulate the elements, grow plants at will, heat or fracture metal and stone—or put them back together. Yes, a bone was more complicated; he knew they contained a spongy material, and that a badly healed break might cause pain for the rest of a creature’s life. And yet he felt as if anything was possible, if he put his mind to it and used his magic. In an ideal world, he would bring out the Ildatch; it always seemed to help him focus. But he wasn’t yet ready to show it to his friends and followers. What if, like his father, they only saw its potential for evil? None of them could scan him, through and through, and see that he remained pure and good, untouched by any supposed darkness. He thought they might take his side, and yet…

			He was on his way to vanquish his greatest enemy. Now was not the time to introduce doubts to the comrades who had sacrificed everything to join him.

			Sending his magic into the mare, Abronja first infused her body with something like a sedative, making her just sleepy enough that she wouldn’t thrash about or become upset. Hopefully, if there was pain during the process, the magical calm would help the horse ignore it and refrain from dangerous behavior. Karthian stood nearby, knife in hand, his tears drying and a look of intense hopefulness on his face. The horse exhaled, an equine sigh of relief, and lay on her side, eyes half-closed.

			“Does she hurt?” Karthian asked.

			“No, she’s only sleepy,” Abronja said soothingly. “Now, let me work, I beg you.”

			In the same way that he had learned his own anatomy by sending his magic into every physical part of it, Abronja began to know and understand the horse. The equine body was an intricate machine of tubes and muscle and bone and blood, its massive heart pumping steadily and its lungs like elegant bellows. Abronja focused on the matching leg that was uninjured, becoming accustomed to the inner workings of a healthy horse so that the injury might be more apparent when he moved to the other side. Once he was certain he understood the horse as well as he understood himself, he took the broken leg in his hands, making Karthian gasp and eliciting murmurs of surprise from the other spectators.

			His fingers were light and gentle on the twitching flesh as he found the two cracks in the bone. It was not a terrible break, thank goodness, but to anyone else, it would be an insurmountable thing to heal. Not so to Abronja. He had studied every element and material, learned how to manipulate metal, air, fire, water, stone, earth, fungus, and plant. He could transform one thing to another, create something from nothing, destroy anything. He could mend a rock wall, solder the finest jewelry without a torch. Why might he not fix a broken animal?

			Slowly and with infinite care, he used what felt like little threads made of the horse’s own bone to seal the break. It was akin to making mortar from the elements within the horse and spreading that new substance to marry two stones. All the raw ingredients he needed were already there; he simply had to figure out how to use them. Once he was certain the bone had been completely healed, he let go of the horse’s leg and stood. With another wave of his hands, he removed the light sleeping spell. The mare blinked and whickered softly in surprise, then heaved herself up to stand. Tossing her head, she stamped her foot several times as if making certain it was true, then took several halting steps forward. The other horses nickered at her in surprised congratulations, and she gave a hearty whinny that, to Abronja, sounded like sincere thanks.

			“Chantarelle!” Karthian said, his eyes again tearing up, but this time from joy. He moved to his horse’s head and stroked her long face, rubbing his forehead against that of his equine companion. “Did you really heal her? She doesn’t have to die?”

			Abronja glowed with pride. He had always longed to be useful, which was difficult in the shadow of Galaphile and Nirianne Joss, but now he had a new skill that no one else in the world, so far as he knew, possessed—a skill that was both imminently useful and that would save people from the grief of losing a friend.

			“I believe it is fully healed, but maybe pony her today and let’s make sure,” he said.

			He knew full well that the horse was healed but understood that, quite often, other people were more comfortable when he couched his abilities in terms that suggested some modesty.

			Karthian walked the horse in a few circles, laughing with delight to find her sound, attentive, and in a lively mood. Soon he had switched his saddle to his other horse and cinched it tight. Before mounting up, he grabbed Abronja’s forearm in a warrior’s greeting.

			“I can’t thank you enough,” he said. “This horse—I was there, the night she was foaled. She’s only seven years old, in her prime. Saying goodbye would’ve wounded me deep. I owe you.”

			“Joining me on this quest is thanks enough,” Abronja told him. “We are in this together, and I will do everything I can to support you.”

			Karthian’s eyes shone. “The council was wrong to discount you,” he said. “Even our greatest healers in Arborlon can’t heal a broken bone in seconds. I didn’t know magic like that existed.”

			It exists because I just invented it, Abronja thought but did not say.

			He couldn’t wait to experiment more with bodies and how they might be healed—or broken. He was eager to show his father what he’d learned—to teach him a new and unique kind of magic that he’d never even considered. Galaphile, he began to realize, had no idea of his son’s full capabilities, and neither yet did he. Now that he had freed himself from the invisible cage in which he’d been living, anything was possible.

		

	
		
			Forty

			Ursule Raken sat at her window, staring out as the sun set across the fortress of Paranor, painting the gray stone in vibrant shades of violet and pink. Even the inelegant wooden structures of the newer town were rendered poetic by the beauty of the falling night, but Ursule could take no pleasure in the view. Paranor was like a rotten egg. From the outside, everything appeared smooth and clean and bright, exactly as it should be, but within, hidden somewhere, something had turned dark and twisted and wrong.

			The difficulty with a seer’s gift was that what one saw was piecemeal, seemingly random, often nonsensical, and always up to interpretation. It was easy enough to look at a book and read the words, if a person had been taught how to do so. But looking into the future was more like looking into a silty river after a storm. With obscured vision and subjective knowledge, it was difficult to tell figure from ground, to pick apart the many silver flickers that might be one fish or an entire school—or a whole tree, torn from the earth and covered in sharp branches. Ursule felt in her bones that something important was occurring, that she needed to look more deeply, and yet her scrutiny only made things more challenging to see. The clearest visions came unbidden; that was always the way.

			Her head ached with trying to understand what little had been revealed. She knew that the fortress was in great danger, and yet the Spectre Telle did not signify in her premonitions. There was a new enemy on the rise—one even more powerful than the Telle, that foul creature who had nearly destroyed them once and then laid in wait like an adder, biding his time until the next attack. The Telle was not dead; she knew that much. But what was this new threat on the horizon, this thing that haunted her nightmares and called to her with the cloying sweetness of carrion, as if a thought, a tiny snippet of a vision, could be turning in the earth nearby, churning and twisting, growing and pulsating like a maggot?

			She shook her head.

			Never before had the future called to her so loudly—

			And yet so impotently.

			It was as if someone screamed, “Look! You must look!” but when they pointed, there was nothing there to see.

			If Galaphile had been home, they might’ve discussed it together, and at least he would raise security and be on the lookout for anything unusual. With both Galaphile and Abronja gone, Nirianne was by all effects the de facto leader, but Ursule knew that if she shared her concerns with Nirianne, Nirianne would only worry and have no way to effect change. This problem was magical in nature, and for all her cleverness, Nirianne had no magic and could neither throw out her senses to help protect Paranor from the invisible threat nor lay down alarms to catch it or craft a shield to defend it.

			The only people who might understand her plight were other seers, and so she went to the chambers where the Druid Council spent their time. She began in the Quiet Room, as she found Cazan too loud and aggressive, and was pleased to find Azzir and Thravia.

			“Are Verloic and Lindorn not here?” she asked them.

			Thravia looked up, her sharp eyebrows drawn down at any noise that dared to intrude, but when she saw Ursule standing there, she bit her tongue.

			“They left with that impetuous Abronja,” Thravia said. “Off to kill the Spectre Telle, we assume.” She shook her head. “Were we ever so young? I can almost remember it, feeling invincible and as if all of life lay before me like a glittering road. They’ll learn soon enough, I wager. But aren’t you Galaphile’s pet seer? Shouldn’t you know such things?”

			Ursule walked to a shelf of books and gazed in wonder at what they’d managed to collect in such a short time. Before following her visions to Paranor, she had only seen a couple of books over the course of her entire life, and now dozens, maybe hundreds of them were lined up on the shelves, a wealth of knowledge and riches that anyone might enjoy.

			“I know some things, but not all,” she admitted, answering Thravia’s question, facetious as it was. “I had hoped another seer might wish to confer. Azzir, have you seen anything of the future?”

			He stroked his beard. “A dark cloud. I can feel it moving in like bad weather, the kind you can feel press against your skin. But the problem with such an outlook is that no one can stop it, not even the most powerful of mages. The storm might turn and veer off, or it might wash everything away, and there is no way to know until it is happening.”

			Ursule nodded; this matched up with what she was feeling. “Are there any Druids who might know more? Who have defenses?”

			“But of course,” Thravia said mockingly. “There is Galaphile, who is gone to comfort the frightened queen again, and there is Abronja, who has chosen to throw himself directly at the most evil and dangerous thing in the entire world despite twenty older, wiser people urging him not to. So, yes, there are Druids that meet that description, but no, they are not currently present.”

			Ursule nodded again. This, too, was no surprise. “And he took the other seers with him, did he not?”

			“Naturally,” Thravia confirmed. “But why would you need more seers? You yourself are the greatest of visionaries, as far as Nirianne is concerned. Can you not look more closely and see if something dire will be revealed?”

			Ursule met Thravia’s glare and was not the first one to look away. “My gifts are not the sort that can be controlled, but what I can tell you is this: Abronja will triumph, but somehow his success is the very thing that will doom us all.”

			“That is not so terrible.” Thravia shrugged. “At least the Spectre Telle will be gone, will he not?”

			“He will, yes.” Ursule went to the window and looked out. “But imagine you have a rat problem in your barn, and one day a wolf arrives and kills all the rats. That is not so terrible; no one likes rats. But now you have a wolf problem, and wolves are much harder to kill.”

			“Is Abronja the wolf in this scenario?” Azzir asked. “He is not an evil man. Galaphile has found no darkness in him. A bit young and arrogant, of course, but good-hearted.”

			Ursule stared down at the thriving community, the thick walls, the fertile farmland, the protective forest, and the mountains beyond. “It is not our Abronja,” she finally said. “And yet it is someone familiar.”

			“Galaphile?” Thravia asked, scandalized.

			“Oh, no. Not Galaphile. Never Galaphile.” Ursule chuckled; the idea was absurd. “But someone close. There is corruption in the heart of Paranor, but for now, the wolf sleeps. Perhaps, when he wakes, I will see him true.”

			“Oh, bosh.” Thravia snorted. “What good is prognostication if it cannot sniff out the root of evil in time to stop it?”

			Ursule flashed her a look. “What good are books if they cannot always immediately give us the answer we seek, hmm?” She shook her head and walked toward the door. “I can tell you this much: We are old, we three, and we will be long gone by the time the wolf wakes and his plans come to fruition.”

			“Then perhaps we need not worry about it so very much,” Azzir said.

			Pausing at the door, Ursule gave him a look of disappointment that made the old Elf blush and look away. “I was told you were wise folk, you Druids, but what you have just said is ignorant in every regard. Our great task in life is to leave behind a better world than the one that shaped us. Not just for our children, or our children’s children, but because it is the right thing to do. No good soul would wish to see the dream of peace squandered. Those who choose not to fight against evil are no better than their oppressors. I, for one, will continue the fight.”

			With that, she left Azzir and Thravia to mend the holes in their souls—or die empty.

			

			—

			Abronja enjoyed travel, but he also enjoyed sleeping in a soft bed that was a bit off the ground and thus free from vermin, dirt, and bugs. The journey had so far been blessed with fair winds and little precipitation, but he was looking forward to stopping in Storlock, a Gnome village near the Pass of Jade that he knew of only thanks to a map he’d borrowed from his father’s study. In his life at Paranor, Abronja had several Gnome friends and acquaintances and was a proficient speaker of their language, and so he anticipated a pleasant evening in a slightly-too-small bed in a cozy inn, his belly full of kebabs, thick, brown bread, and thicker, browner Gnomish beer.

			But as they rode through the Valley of Shale, the horses’ hooves echoing against the stone, a strange feeling began to creep through Abronja’s blood. It was almost like a far-off sound he couldn’t quite hear. There was something wrong up ahead, but he could not tell what. Keeping this to himself, he sent out his magic, hunting for trouble, but he found nothing.

			No monsters, no undead, no animals.

			No…Gnomes.

			That was the problem. Storlock should’ve been a busy place, and yet Abronja could not feel the many Gnomish hearts that should’ve beaten there. If the signs reaching him were indeed true, there were currently no Gnomes in the town ahead, not a single one.

			“Be wary as we approach,” he said quietly. “Something is amiss in Storlock.”

			Nearest him, Evestil put a hand to his sword. “What is amiss?”

			Abronja gazed across the valley at the shimmering towers of Storlock’s central castle. “I can’t quite tell.”

			Now Leej rode up on his pony, glancing from Abronja to the village. “Are the Gnomes in trouble?” he asked. “I have family here.”

			Had family here, Abronja thought.

			He did not wish to be the one to speak aloud bad news that would out itself soon enough. “Let’s hurry onward and see,” he said, urging Topaz to a gallop.

			All around him, his friends met his energy, clucking to their horses until they raced across the valley. Storlock came into focus, and nothing about it explained the stillness within its streets. There was no smoke, no damage, no obvious raiders. There were also no guards.

			As the first to fall into a gallop and the one on the biggest, fastest horse, Abronja reached the edge of the village first. Topaz dropped to a trot and then a walk, naturally stopping to stand, his ears up as he whickered his discomfort. There were no horses in the town, no chickens pecking in the streets or sheep being herded to better pastures. No citizenry went about their business or tossed dirty water out their windows or sat on their stoops snapping beans. The town was utterly still, painfully silent but for the sound of signs creaking and open doors banging with each gust of wind from the valley.

			“I must see to my aunt and uncle,” Leej said with some urgency. He nudged his pony to a trot and hurried down the street, and Abronja followed him, uncertain how to proceed and content to let Leej lead the way.

			They came around a corner and stopped short when they saw the first body, a headless Gnome lying still in the dirt road. The corpse was not fresh, nor was it totally decomposed; this Gnome had been dead for several days. Abronja held his breath, trying not to take in the smell that was all around him now as they trotted past. When Leej halted his horse in front of a narrow two-story home, Abronja followed him, knowing there was no hope that they might find Leej’s relatives alive. The Gnomes were not the sort of people to leave their dead out in the open, which meant that there was no one still living to guide their dead fellows through the proper rituals and into the ground.

			“Beltorin!” Leej cried, leaping from his horse and running into the home. “Keslari!”

			Abronja stayed on his horse, offering Leej a moment with the grief that would soon fall upon him. He knew it had come to pass when he heard an otherworldly wailing from upstairs, and then he dismounted and followed him inside.

			The house showed no signs of violence until he arrived upstairs, where Leej stood over a bed drenched in blood and gore. Gnomes had died here, violently, most likely while sleeping. Sobbing, Leej pulled the blanket up over the mess, covering the blackened blood soaked into the surrounding bedding.

			“Who would do this?” Leej cried. “The Gnomes of Storlock made no enemies. They were simple folk who left well enough alone. They had no quarrel with anyone.”

			Abronja had an idea, but he remained silent on the topic. He had not revealed the source of his information to anyone, and thus no one else knew the full story behind Ratcher’s last words or the truth behind their trip to Dun Fee Aran. As the others filed into the house and up the narrow stairs to join them, his suspicions were confirmed when Zakrar breathed in deeply, his nostrils flaring, and said, “This place stinks of Mwellrets! But why?”

			Because the Spectre Telle had taken over Dun Fee Aran and had enslaved the nest of Mwellrets who called it home. Because he had chosen to send his living Mwellret minions instead of his undead servants to do this foul work. They had likely come at night while the town was sleeping and slaughtered its denizens in their beds, dragging away their bodies to make yet more soldiers for the Telle. With enough Mwellrets, there would’ve been no time to sound an alarm, and it was possible there had not been so many fighters in Storlock, as it was a peaceful place without enough resources to attract raiders.

			“I suspect the Spectre Telle,” he said, his voice low. “He is amassing another army.”

		

	
		
			Forty-One

			After visiting several more homes, it became clear that the entire population of Storlock had been murdered and taken elsewhere. The first corpse they’d seen in the street had no head, suggesting an overenthusiastic Ret had struck too hard with its blade, rendering the body useless to the Spectre Telle. As Abronja knew, there were only two tried and tested ways to stop one of the Telle’s undead creations: decapitation or burning it to cinders.

			The entire town felt haunted now, too silent and still for any place built to house the living. Every noise made him jump, every slam of an open door or flap of a shutter. The resident horses had been taken, the livestock set loose to roam or slaughtered where they stood.

			“We can’t sleep here,” Verloic said, her voice low. “This place is cursed.”

			“I can feel them.” Leej shivered. “Their ghosts cling to their beds.”

			“We should leave,” Zakrar added. “If the Mwellrets should come back, they would overrun us. I can smell them everywhere, dozens of scent signatures, each worse than the last. They crave violence and delight in death.”

			Abronja took a moment, trying to find the right words for what he needed to say. “We must avenge the Gnomes of Storlock,” he finally said. “The Telle will try to use them against us, and we will see them put to rest. In order to do that, we need all the resources we can gather. We need weapons. Metal. Food. I do not relish the thought of looting the dead, but I believe we need all the supplies we can find that will help us put down these Mwellrets before they can spread their cruelty elsewhere.” He looked to Leej. “But as they are your people, it is your decision. If you wish to walk away and leave this place untouched, we will honor that.”

			Leej looked down at his hands, rusty with blood from their search. He rubbed them on his pants. “They would not want their lives to go to waste. They did not have riches, but they would want us to have what we need.”

			“These good Gnomes of Storlock were not a fierce people,” Abronja said, “but we will be fierce for them. We will become what we must be in order to bring peace to their ghosts. That is how we will honor them.”

			With a nod of respect, he went into the nearest home and began to search for things he might use as weapons. Kitchen knives and utensils, nails, hinges. He used his magic to identify and gather what he could, then left, shutting the door behind him. In general, the type and quality of metal used for an object was dictated by availability, softness, and the blacksmith’s skill, but for Abronja’s purposes, it didn’t matter what strange alloy was created when he pooled whatever metal he could find. It was simply a raw material for him, something he could melt, re-form, heat, explode. As he held a cluster of rough nails, rattling them in his palm, he thought of a new strategy. All he had to do was throw a handful of metal shards at an enemy’s eyes to sow chaos and pain. He did not know how much the undead minions of the Telle required their sight, but the Mwellrets would need it, and now he could take it away from a distance and with ease.

			The sun was beginning to set, and Abronja could sense that this task was causing his friends undue pain. The air of Storlock was oppressive, and it felt as if the Mwellrets might return at any moment, hungry for yet more blood. As much as he wanted to acquire every ounce of metal in the area, Abronja whistled to call everyone to him and suggested they depart the valley and make camp. Before this, their general attitude had been optimistic and enthusiastic, but now everyone’s face looked drawn, their eyes haunted.

			As they trotted through the fields, eager to leave Storlock behind, Abronja spotted an escaped cow and quickly dispatched it with his bow.

			“A beef stew will do us good,” he told his friends. “Get the fire started, and I will take care of dinner. It has been a long day, and we must keep up our spirits.”

			As Evestil started the fire, Abronja pooled all the metal he’d found and used his magic to form it into a heavy pot, into which he sliced various root vegetables he’d pilfered from the abandoned kitchens. There was no stream nearby, so he used his magic to pull the water from a patch of grass and float it into the pot. Soon he had a fine stew bubbling, fresh meat becoming tender as it made a rich broth. Although everyone was quieter than usual as they ate, he could tell that they were impressed with and comforted by his cooking, and he was pleased that he could support those who supported him. With gentle magic, he lulled his friends into a restorative sleep. His belly full, Abronja communed with the Ildatch and then slept well himself, waking only to soothe Leej when the Gnome woke, screaming, from a nightmare.

			As they continued to journey eastward, the general atmosphere grew more unsettled. Although there weren’t many communities in this area and the topography was mountainous and severe, they were aware now that they were heading into enemy territory. The Telle had sent his minions as far west as Storlock, and now Abronja and his followers understood that they might encounter a caravan or patrol at any time. They spoke quietly, no longer laughed and sang to pass the time. Whenever they stopped to eat or rest, Abronja and Evestil worked on the metal they’d collected, turning hinges into spiked projectiles and spoons into darts. Whenever they passed living water, Verloic hunted for hints that might help them best their enemy, but the future remained stubbornly elusive. That, at least, was better than bad news. Abronja was glad that Verloic did not constantly bring dire tidings, as Ursule Raken seemed to do.

			The tension grew, and the days grew longer with it. The mountains were unforgiving, the blazing sun so hot that the horses foamed with sweat. Finding enough meat became a challenge, and Abronja did not know if this was because the animals were grazing higher up, where it was cooler, or because the Spectre Telle’s followers had hunted the local fauna to extinction or frightened them into hiding. The very air was heavy and thick, as if the world fought against them. It was the Telle’s magic, Abronja thought. He had been here for many years, possibly all of Abronja’s life, warping the land to his twisted and unnatural needs.

			One of the horses came up lame, and when Abronja sent his magic into its body, hoping he might heal it, he couldn’t understand what was happening. A fractured bone was one thing, but the layers of a horse’s hoof were another, and he cursed himself for not immediately understanding the intricacies of equine anatomy and infection. The merciful thing was done, and they ate well that night and divvied up the meat for travel.

			After cloaking the group with a sleep spell while he was alone on guard duty, Abronja cast a magic orb to offer light and dissected the horse’s hoof so he might better understand what he had felt but not been able to visualize. The next time a horse went lame, he was certain he would be able to fix it. He hid the evidence of his bloody work so that the others would not notice it come morning. They might support his need to comprehend equine anatomy so that they wouldn’t lose any more horses, but it was a gory business, and he felt a little uncomfortable, although he wasn’t quite sure why. He hadn’t done anything wrong. And yet…

			It was a strange thing to do, cutting open the layers of an animal, prying them apart not for food but for knowledge. Either way, it was not a tidy business.

			Abronja was sleeping less and less, while the others slept more and more. Each night now, he used his sleeping spell on his friends so that he could safely retrieve the Ildatch from its hiding place in his saddlebag and study its contents. When he’d first found the book, he’d read the words on its pages, whatever it wished to show him. Now, he was beyond that, beyond words. He communed with the book, studied it as it, in turn, studied him. It taught him how to think about magic, how to grow beyond the reality with which he had been raised. It led him into a trance state through which it could instill its wisdom. Still, it never proposed anything suspect, never pushed him toward evil. It did not attempt to lead him astray; it existed simply to help him learn. Each time he closed its heavy cover, he scanned himself yet again for dark magic and found that he remained clear of any contagion.

			It was laughable to him now, that his father had ever considered this book something to be feared. It was a tool and nothing more. The Spectre Telle was evil, and so he had used this book for evil. Abronja was using it for good. With its help, he would rid the world of the Telle. There was a beautiful symmetry to that—using the Telle’s former weapon against him.

			Despite the fact that he barely slept, Abronja awoke every morning full of energy and eager for the next stage of his quest. He did his best to keep everyone’s spirits up and took on many of the camp duties so that no one would feel too put upon. He continued to cook and conjured water from the local vegetation when there was no body of water close enough to supply it. Each night he helped his friends sleep better as he studied, and so they managed to get good rest despite the fact that the ground had never been rockier and the air was thick and still and always stank of death.

			The mountains were a challenge to traverse, strewn with gigantic boulders fallen from the higher peaks, leaving scarred and rutted paths in their wake. There was no road here, and they often had to backtrack when their selected route ended in a deadfall or chasm. Although Abronja could’ve easily moved or destroyed these impediments, something about that felt profane, as if he would be harming the land itself, and he did not want his friends to cast him in a poor light. The people of the Four Lands told stories about this part of the world, calling it haunted or saying that it was the last refuge of monsters of the Old World and outcasts of the new one. Several times, Abronja was certain he saw a strange shadow flash against a cliff face, some twisted shape of a creature he could not name, but if such creatures actually existed, they chose to remain out of sight.

			Still, the entire party felt as if they were constantly being watched, as if malevolent eyes were pinned to their backs at all times. Frustrations rose, and the heat made everyone tense and ill-tempered. They lost another horse, this time to snakebite. Abronja studied that one, too, learning all that he could about venom as the others slept. Curious now, he used magic to lure the snake back to him and dissected it as he had the horse hoof. The fangs—such useful, clever things!—those he kept. Knowledge and tools were everywhere, if one was brave enough to look. They left the bloated horse behind, did not even attempt to eat the poisoned meat. They were so close, but every step now cost them.

			This was a test, Abronja thought. Passing through this land, fighting against the elements. For the first time, something did not come easily to him. The land was harsh, the air was boiling, water and food were scarce. The enemy was nearby, possibly waiting for them, definitely watching for them. All they could do was continue. They had to end the Telle; Abronja would not return to Paranor until he had triumphed, until they had reached their goal. To stand before the Druid Council and admit defeat? It was unthinkable. They just had to keep on, one step after another, inching forward past every obstacle.

			And then one day, finally, Abronja spotted it from high up in the Ravenshorn Mountains: the ancient, tragedy-soaked fortress of Dun Fee Aran. It lay across a swiftly moving offshoot of the Silver River, its gray walls dull and shadowed. Devastation cloaked it like a shroud, and the forest had grown up around it, nearly swallowing down its crumbling walls. Abronja hated the place on instinct and felt a fierce sort of satisfaction to think that his enemy had been stuck in such a wretched, unlivable place for the last two decades. What was the point of power if one was miserable all the time? The Telle was clearly strong and clever, if horribly misguided; why had he chosen this life? It was sad and pathetic, really. Evil seemed so very pointless.

			Even after all this time, they still didn’t know what the Telle ultimately desired.

			Abronja looked forward to staring into his enemy’s eyes and asking him, with a knife to his throat, why he had decided to make an enemy of Galaphile Joss, who had never done anything to deserve such ire. Why had the Telle chosen to bring war to Paranor, to kidnap Nirianne, to kill the Elven king? What was the point of it all? It wasn’t as if these cruelties had brought the Telle riches and contentment. He was obviously driven by hate, but why? Hate took a lot of energy and accomplished nothing. The Telle could’ve done anything with his magic, could’ve lived a perfectly happy life anywhere in the Four Lands. And yet he’d chosen misery.

			What a fool.

			What a sad little fool.

			“Let’s leave the horses up on the bluff and go in on foot,” Abronja said as his friends ranged around him. “The element of surprise will serve us well here. Who will stay behind?” He looked to Pharilee, who shrugged good-naturedly.

			“I am the least helpful in a fight, Abronja. You can just say so. I don’t mind. You already know all my best tricks, anyway.”

			“And I will stay with her, if it suits,” Lindorn said.

			Abronja nodded his agreement; this was exactly as he had hoped. Lindorn, while a handy fighter, was older and loyal to his people, the Elves, over all. Abronja sometimes wondered if he had come along on the journey to act as a nursemaid over the younger individuals of his species, since he didn’t seem particularly enthusiastic about the cause, or perhaps it was because he had growing feelings for Pharilee, whom he had known back in Arborlon. It mattered little. He would keep her and the horses safe, and that was what Abronja required at this juncture.

			“Let us rest for now and attack before dawn,” he said, the plan forming in his mind. “Hopefully we will catch them unawares. The less fighting we do, the more likely we are to succeed. With camouflage on our side, it’s possible the Telle won’t know we’re here until I stand before him.”

			“Only you and Pharilee can use camouflage, and she isn’t coming along,” Karthian reminded him, brow drawn down.

			Abronja smiled. “I can cast it on the rest of you. It is a spell like any other, after all. I cannot make you disappear completely, but I have faith that the illusion will hold. For now, let us eat and rest. I will wake you when it is time.”

			When his friends had finished their meal and made their beds on the hard stone of the cliff, Abronja sent his sleeping spell out like a gentle mist, giving his friends this gift so that instead of tossing and turning, nervous about the coming fight, they might wake up invigorated and ready, in body and mind. The horses ranged around calmly, pulling at clumps of greenery and vines, and the afternoon sun cast violet shadows over the haunted fortress across the river. Alone even among his friends, Abronja withdrew the Ildatch and the cursed misericord and sat before them, eager to learn whatever could still be taught, anything that might help him in his swiftly falling hour of need.

			Just before dawn, he closed his book and woke Evestil, Karthian, Zakrar, Leej, and Verloic.

			It was time to kill the Spectre Telle.

		

	
		
			Forty-Two

			Abronja had learned many skills in recent years, both magical and practical. He had studied under a blacksmith to better understand metal, and he had spent time among the tanners of Paranor so that he could learn to shape and sew leather. Secretly, behind the sealed door of his room, he had fashioned a comfortable leather harness that fit snugly under his clothes so that he might carry the Ildatch with him when he faced off with the Spectre Telle. He knew now from his studies that the book was both a tool of learning and an armor of esoteric power; it would protect him in more ways than one if he kept it close to his person. But, of course, he could not risk it falling back into the hands of the Telle, and so before the others awoke, he tucked it into the magicked straps under his robe, satisfied that nothing in this world or the next could pry it away from his flesh.

			His friends, of course, still had no idea that the book existed. In its clever way, it hid its own magical signature so that no one else could sense it, and Abronja had been careful to keep it concealed at every step of the journey. Now, as they set out on foot, he wore the book strapped against his chest like a breastplate and the cursed misericord on his hip, also spelled to magical silence. He had the queen’s knife, his throwing stars, a sword, his bow, a dozen arrows, and his many spells, and his friends were likewise armed to the teeth with their preferred weapons. He and Evestil had rough leather bags overflowing with various metal points, darts, and projectiles, and Verloic had her own quiver and arrows. They had practiced together, planned together. They were ready.

			As they moved down a deer trail and toward the sullen fortress of Dun Fee Aran, Abronja cast a spell of camouflage over everyone, rendering them invisible to all but the canniest eye. The magic, boosted by the Ildatch, hid every sensory signature down to the sound of their footsteps; it was as if they moved in a cloaking bubble.

			He’d been practicing the spell at night, making his sleeping friends disappear as he meditated with the Ildatch. The ancient tome amplified and sharpened his powers considerably, and he was glad he’d brought it along. Wearing it so close to his heart gave him surety and confidence. The book was old and wise and utterly convinced that he would succeed. He could almost hear it whispering, urging him forward on his quest, pushing him to do what was right. Perhaps the Spectre Telle had not been such a kind master.

			As they neared Dun Fee Aran, there was little to see by the dark of the moon. Nothing moved in the general area; there were no guards posted outside, no creatures going about the usual business of a keep. The Spectre Telle, it seemed, had been here quite some time and had become accustomed to his solitude. Most likely, his minions had slaughtered the surrounding communities so that he might create more undead servants, and thus he had little to fear from his neighbors. Abronja had long ago concluded that the Telle was building up his army, adding even more soldiers to replace those they had lost at Arborlon.

			Soon, it would all come to naught, because Abronja was going to destroy the Telle and end his reign of terror. He did not relish killing, and he deeply wished to be a good and just person. But most of the Telle’s minions were undead, and thus killing them would be a kindness. Horror made him grimace as he realized that Leej might soon be forced to face his relatives, their smiles blackened and their eyes empty as they took up weapons against him. Hopefully it would not come to that, but he began to wish he had left everyone behind, sleeping peacefully among the horses, so that he might bear this burden alone.

			Sending out his senses, Abronja led his friends into the castle keep, where he was astonished to find ongoing construction. The Mwellrets, it appeared, were shoring up the old fortress, as there were freshly cut stone blocks and buckets of mortar everywhere. They had to move with utmost care to avoid knocking something over and revealing their position, but then again, the halls of Dun Fee Aran were empty. It was eerie, how still it was within the torchlit passageways.

			“Where is everyone?” Zakrar asked.

			“Asleep or dead,” Abronja said curtly. “Now, quiet.”

			When he’d imagined what would happen within the Spectre Telle’s domain, he’d expected crowds of hissing Mwellrets armed with rusty swords and legions of the Telle’s undead minions with black ichor dripping from their open mouths and random fungi sprouting from old wounds. He’d pictured a busy place where they would fight seething hordes of enemies. This sad, empty castle was quite unexpected—

			Until they began to smell something rotten and dank and passed by a massive chamber filled with the shambling undead of all the races. It reminded Abronja of a cow pasture—a contained area where the Telle’s soldiers had been left to wait in an enormous clot of bodies. They did not sit or sleep or walk; they simply stood in place, stock still, like statues. As they passed, Abronja was careful to maintain the spell that cloaked them from view lest some blackened eyeball catch the faintest movement and alert their master. If the enemy attacked their small party in such numbers, there would be no way to survive even with Abronja’s significant magic. A flood was a flood, and they were only six people, no matter how powerful their combined magical might.

			One important question had been answered at least.

			What happened in the enemy’s lair at night?

			The undead were put out to pasture, and the Mwellrets slept—for the most part. They eventually encountered two Rets on guard duty, walking side by side through the corridors while carrying pikes. Abronja had never seen Mwellrets before and was deeply curious about them, but he could feel Zakrar seething with disgust because these Trolls, like cousins to him, had thrown in their lot with such a despicable monster. As the patrolling Rets approached, Abronja’s group flattened themselves against the walls until the guards passed by, then continued on their way. Zakrar raised his knife as if he might throw it at a guard’s back, but Abronja pushed it down and shook his head.

			“No killing unless and until absolutely necessary,” he whispered. “We will not let the enemy turn us into monsters, too.”

			Such was Zakrar’s respect for him that he lowered the knife and bowed his head in agreement. There was always a chance the Rets had been forced or magicked into servitude, and although Abronja would end any fight begun by someone else in the fortress, he would not be the first one to instigate violence, especially against those who might actually be victims.

			All along, without telling his friends, Abronja was moving toward a singular magical signature that he could feel like a beacon: the Spectre Telle. The Telle was ensconced in one of the towers, sleeping. It was strange, to think that one’s enemy slept—that such an inhuman, evil monster had base animal needs like anyone else. For so long, the Telle had loomed in Abronja’s mind: his mother’s kidnapper, his father’s enemy, the king’s killer, the queen’s attacker, Ional’s murderer. He was a figure so big and important that Abronja could not imagine him doing the simple things that anyone did, eating and sleeping and getting dressed. What did an evil mage do all day, he wondered? When had he turned from a regular person into a monster? What had lured him to darkness, and what had pushed him over the edge? Why had he chosen to spend time in this wretched, forgotten tomb of a fortress?

			His enemy was irredeemable; Abronja knew that much. There would be no saving the Spectre Telle; no sudden change of heart and promises to do good in the world.

			For the Telle, there was only death.

			A death that would bring so much relief and freedom to the world.

			And Abronja was so close to bringing about that happy conclusion. So close to avenging Ional’s murder and ensuring that the attacks on Queen Rishannon would cease forever.

			If only, Abronja thought, there was some way to undo all the damage the Telle had done. But the dead could not be returned to life, and Nirianne would never know a world where she had not been traumatized at a tender moment in her youth and then seen her child stolen from her. Those who had died at the Great Siege could not come back. Ional would never laugh again.

			Just thinking about all of his enemy’s many sins made Abronja furious, and he walked faster, aiming for the tower where he knew the Telle was currently at rest. His friends kept pace, eager warriors all, and when they were approached by yet another Mwellret patrol, they melted against the wall to avoid detection. Finally, they reached the base of the tower, and Abronja drew his friends into a huddle, casting his heaviest spell of silence about them like a shield.

			“Stay here and protect the tower. The Spectre Telle sleeps atop it, and I will end him myself,” he said. “It is possible that he will activate his followers somehow when I confront him, so you will need to be prepared for an onslaught.”

			“Let me come with you,” Evestil begged. “Do not face him alone. You will need someone to watch your back.”

			Abronja smiled and clapped his friend on the shoulder. “I appreciate your ferocity and loyalty, my friend, but this next step I must take on my own. Protect me by making certain that none pass through this door. I have a feeling that when the Telle awakens, so will his minions. Be ready.”

			As he bounded up the stairs, his thoughts sharpened and focused on the possible defenses of the Telle and the various ways the enemy could use his magic as a weapon. Abronja had the Ildatch, and his enemy did not, which meant he had the advantage. He also had the element of surprise. And while the Telle was, according to Galaphile, generally evil, Abronja had a very specific rage driving him like a rider whipping a horse. He was alight with energy, with a manic sort of glee. After all these years, after all the tragedy his family had suffered, he was finally here, on his enemy’s doorstep, to mete out his well-deserved revenge.

			Up and up, around and around, stair by stair, Abronja approached his target at the top of the tower. He had given an immense amount of contemplation to the best way to ensure his victory, and thus did he ready his bow and nock a metal-tipped arrow as he sensed the Telle’s nearness. A heavy wooden door separated the inner chamber from the stairs, and Abronja did not even need to use his hands to gesture; his skills with metal had long ago outshone those of even Evestil, and the Ildatch only further magnified his powers. The complicated latch released without a sound, and he willed the door to swing open on silent hinges.

			The interior of the room was dark, lit only by the watery starlight shining in through a high window. Abronja had imagined his enemy in a massive bed, surrounded by opulence, but the Spectre Telle apparently did not care for material comfort, or perhaps he was simply too paranoid to fill his chamber with furniture behind which an enemy might hide. There was a table covered with books, and yet more books lay in precarious piles on the floor, pushed against the wall. The Telle himself slept on a dirty straw mattress set directly upon the stone. Abronja could easily see him in the dark, a shadowy figure under a blanket, his back turned to the door. From across the room, he seemed so small, so pathetic, lying in repose. Abronja was almost disappointed to find him so vulnerable. In his fantasies, he pictured the Telle sitting on a throne made of bones wearing robes of darkest burgundy, waiting for death to find him, his fingers steepled.

			But this was the reality:

			A sad, broken-down castle.

			A dingy pallet on the floor.

			A small body, asleep.

			Oh, well. A man could not choose the moment of his triumph; he could only make certain that when he took his shot, he did not miss.

			Smiling, Abronja took aim and released his arrow.

		

	
		
			Forty-Three

			Back in Paranor, in the Druids’ tower, Ebenoth woke to the sound of Azzir’s voice. The room was dark, and he quickly ascertained that Azzir was not conscious, mainly because when he said, “What, did I steal the covers again?” there was no grumpy answer in the affirmative.

			“He has made his choice,” Azzir murmured, his eyes open and unseeing as he lay on his back. “And he has chosen death. The choice changes the man. He will become his own killer. He thinks he kills his enemy, but his enemy is pressed close to his heart, leaking into his blood. Death and rebirth. The future is the past is the future. He will succeed and he will fail. It is too late. It is too late. It was always too late.”

			Ebenoth stared at him, half asleep and trying to remember every word of the prophecy while knowing that he did not have the slightest hope of doing so. Hurrying to the desk by the window, he found a quill and scribbled the bits that seemed important: “Death and rebirth, enemy is in blood, future is past or something, succeed and fail. It is too late.”

			“Anything else, you old coot?” he asked.

			Azzir blinked awake and squinted across the room. “Say what now?”

			“You were prognosticating in your sleep, my dear. I tried to write it down, but it happened rather fast.” Ebenoth tapped the quill against the paper. “Do you remember any of it, perchance?”

			A sleepy shrug. “I never remember any of it. A peculiar gift. I have often wondered what useful things I might’ve said when I was sleeping alone. Used to absolutely terrorize my parents, sleepwalking into their room and saying a bunch of nonsense. They didn’t realize what I was doing until I foretold my great-grandmother’s death to the day.”

			Ebenoth sighed. “Well, someone else is dying, apparently. Considering all the talk of killing and enemies and the fact that young Abronja has been gone for several weeks, let us hope he is killing the Spectre Telle.” He circled the word fail. “I like the bit about succeeding but am leery about the failure. Ursule Raken said something much the same. How can one both succeed and fail, d’you think?”

			“I have succeeded in telling the future, and we will fail to understand it until it is too late. That seems to be the way of things. But it’s not as if we can do anything to change it. What will be, will be.” Azzir pulled back the blanket and patted the place beside him. “Now come back to bed, won’t you? I’ll do my best not to whisper about death again tonight.”

			Ebenoth left the scrap of paper and climbed back into bed, snuggling down under the covers. Soon both old men were asleep again, and a light gust of wind swept the scrap of paper onto the floor and under the bed. In the morning, they had both forgotten the incident entirely.

			

			—

			In the night market of Arborlon, Oonah was between clients, shuffling her deck and singing to herself. It was almost time to close up shop, and she was pleased with the cards because they had pleased her customers. Every afternoon, she served the queen, but she had not seen anything pertinent in months. Rishannon mainly wished to know if she would be attacked again, and so far the answer was no. The Circle of Seers now met only once a week, but it was an awkward interaction; with Verloic and Azzir decamped to serve Paranor, it was just Oonah and Verloic’s family members, and they mainly reported an absence of knowledge and then went their separate ways with little connection. The city was calm, and other than the queen’s ongoing worries about the Spectre Telle, everything was back to business as usual. After the most recent election, the queen’s biggest opposition had been voted into obscurity, and now her reign was, for all intents and purposes, secure.

			As long as she wasn’t killed by a madman on a flying lizard corpse, that was.

			A sudden jolt of electricity made Oonah drop the cards and rub at her hand. It felt almost like touching a metal door handle on the coldest day of winter, a surprising zap that seemed to have no source. She reached for the cards where they had fallen on the table and saw that one card was off on its own, prominent and proud, while the rest were in the expected disarray. As she reached for the singular card, she felt the cold kiss of portent swirl around her like a fog and prepared herself for shocking news.

			The moment she touched the card, she felt it again—that cold zap. She turned it over swiftly so that she might stop all contact with it and puzzled over what she’d found. Much like when Abronja had first visited her booth, this was a card that did not belong to her. Its painted back perfectly matched her custom deck, and yet she had never seen this card’s face before.

			She immediately wished she had never seen it.

			She wasn’t sure what it meant, but she had to tell the queen.

			More important, she had to tell Galaphile.

			Something very, very bad was about to happen.

			

			—

			Abronja’s arrow flew across the room and, thanks to his skill and his magic, struck home in his target, its superheated metal head plunging in deeply. He felt the Spectre Telle awaken in immediate understanding—and rage. The figure leaped, almost flying to his feet, the blanket shed as he whirled to face his attacker, completely ignoring the arrow that Abronja was certain had punctured a lung, filling it with molten metal.

			“Finally,” the Spectre Telle said, radiating an almost feverish joy.

			Abronja nocked another arrow and considered the best shot, then released it. The Telle moved, too fast for the eye to see, and the arrow clattered harmlessly against the wall.

			“Forget your toys of war,” the Telle said. “You cannot hurt me with an arrow, can’t burn me with some flimsy bit of metal. I am more than a man. I am nearly a god now. And I have been waiting so long to meet you.”

			“We met in the gardens of Arborlon, when I bested you,” Abronja said, uncertain how to proceed. Nothing, so far, was going as he had planned.

			A high, cackling laugh. “You bested me, did you? You are but a flea addressing a dragon. If you think you bested me, it is only because that is how I decided the encounter would go. I have moved so far beyond your childish little—”

			Abronja released another arrow, and again the Telle phased out of existence, letting the arrow pass harmlessly through him.

			“—games,” the Telle continued. He reached over his shoulder and then under his arm but could not grasp the arrow that Abronja had planted there upon entering the room. With a small sigh of impatience, he disappeared and reappeared, and the arrow fell to the ground. He stepped over it, almost prissily. Abronja did not see any blood on the arrow’s mangled point or painting the stone where it had fallen.

			“This is no game.” Abronja reached into his bag and gathered a handful of metal spikes, which he threw at the Telle. His magic made them fly with exponentially more power and speed, heating to red hot in midair, and the moment they struck—

			But they did not strike their target. They, too, smacked into the stone wall and fell.

			“It certainly seems like a game to me, and you are but a child. This is to be expected, for I have been alive so much longer than you, and I have been planning this moment since the day you were born. Before then, even.” The Telle took a step forward. Abronja could see no face within his hood, only a smeary sort of shadow. “Abronja, you are not who you think you are. You are not the son of Galaphile Joss, a simple half-Elf with a little magic skill.”

			A little?

			Furious now, Abronja lashed out with his lightning, blue electricity arcing from both of his hands toward the Telle and radiating up from the ground, where the metal spikes he’d thrown lay. The Telle should’ve been caught in a cage of furious fire, but instead, he threw up a hand as if waving away a mosquito, and the electricity whipped around him and into the wall. The scent of burnt stone and ozone filled the room, making Abronja’s eyes water.

			“Listen,” the Telle hissed. “You are wasting your time and mine with this petulant display. Don’t you see, boy? I am on your side!”

			“On my side?” Abronja sputtered, stunned. “You killed my brother! You attacked my mother!”

			“I did not attack her,” the Telle said with a disgusted grunt. “I used her for a very specific reason. While she was in my fortress, I implanted my magical seed in her. This is what I’ve been trying to tell you. You are not the son of Galaphile Joss, Abronja.” A dramatic pause. “You are mine.”

			It was so ridiculous that Abronja was momentarily stunned. “You—you—What did you do to my mother?”

			He could not bring himself to use the word for such a violation in regard to Nirianne.

			“Magic is so much more than spells and the manipulation of elements,” the Telle explained, warming to the topic. “Magic can create something out of nothing. Magic can kindle a spark, and that spark can grow and grow until it is ready to be unleashed on the world. You are my progeny, Abronja. My successor. I created you for this reason. Did you never wonder why your magic has outstripped that of your teacher, your precious High Lord? Did you never question why the Ildatch would allow itself to be taken?”

			“The book did not allow anything,” Abronja spat. “I struck you, and I stole it from you, and now I have mastered it.”

			Another shrill, mad laugh. “You fool. You absolute fool. The Ildatch is not simply some musty old tome, some object that anyone can control. It has a mind of its own. It has needs. Hungers. It chooses those it will allow to wield it. And I chose to let it pass into your possession, to see how far it would take you. Can you not sense it inside you, in your blood? Can you not feel it urging you on, bringing you directly to me?”

			“I came here to kill you.” Abronja sneered. “I did not need a book’s suggestion.”

			“So you think. And yet you have it strapped to your body, pressed into your skin, so close to your heart.” The Telle reached out with both hands, and Abronja felt the book pulse warmly against his chest like a dog welcoming its owner home. “You did not find your way here on your own, boy. I gave you the book to guide you and sent Ratcher directly to you with my location. I have given you every clue you might require. And you did exactly what I hoped you might. You came to me on your own, against all advice to the contrary, leaving your friends behind, because you feared they might discover your filthy secret.”

			“My friends guard the tower stairs. I have always known I would kill you myself.” Reaching out, Abronja shifted the stones of the floor, but the Telle did not sink down into the hole he had created; he floated where he was, as if he did not need the floor at all.

			That was when the first peal of worry rang in Abronja’s heart; the Telle seemed completely calm and unfazed by his magic. He was utterly different than he had been in the fight in Arborlon, where he had struggled and nearly lost. And what he was saying about the book, and Ratcher…

			Abronja did not like the truth behind the Spectre Telle’s words.

			Had the book—chosen him?

			Had he welcomed the enemy into his home, his room, his heart?

			No.

			No, it wasn’t possible. He’d scanned himself.

			He was clear of darkness, the same as he’d ever been.

			He had to stop listening to the Telle’s lying tongue and focus on killing him.

			“I am the son of Galaphile Joss of Paranor, and my destiny is to destroy you,” he said, raising his hands.

			“Lies!” the Telle screeched, so loud that it knocked Abronja back and nearly threw him to the ground. “No, your destiny is to join me. I alone can understand you. I alone can see your greatness, your purpose.” He stepped forward. “Because they doubt you, don’t they? Even after all you’ve done, they still treat you as a child, a lesser. They have never understood how singular you are, how special.”

			“My parents love me,” Abronja argued, his blood boiling.

			“They say they love you, but do they see you? Do they truly see you?” A sad chuckle. “No, Abronja, they do not see you. They can’t. They only see what they want to see. Only I can understand you, because I made you. You contain the seeds of me, the spark of my life force. That is why they have always…” He paused. “Not hated you. But there is something about you that your parents find distasteful. Something they don’t trust. They know there is something wrong with you, but they cannot quite name it, can they? I am certain Galaphile has looked for it, has put his soft hands on your flesh to search within you, but he is unable to find it, is that not so?”

			“He cannot find what is not there!” Abronja cried. “There is no evil within me.”

			The Telle cocked his head with pity. “My dear boy, that is like saying one cannot see the forest because there are too many trees in the way. Your supposed father thinks he is looking for a black pebble in a white cave, but you are made of black stone. You are something new and unique and special that he cannot comprehend. Not him, and not your simple mother. You are a miracle, and they only see a mistake. Does it not break your heart? Do you not constantly wish for more?”

			Inside Abronja’s heart and mind, a tempest raged. He knew the Spectre Telle was evil and cruel and a liar, and yet everything his enemy said might’ve been plucked from Abronja’s most secret thoughts. He did think he was special. He was well aware that his parents were terrified he might secretly contain seeds of the Spectre Telle, and that whenever his father doubted him most, he wished to look inside for confirmation. His parents thought him a child, and every time they gazed upon him, he was certain they were thinking not of Abronja and his accomplishments but of Ional and the man he might’ve become.

			“My parents—” he began.

			But the Spectre Telle hissed, cutting him off. “Your parents will never forgive you for your brother’s death, and even you cannot argue that fact.”

			“You’re the one who killed Ional!” Abronja screamed.

			“And you’re the one who failed them all by letting me,” the Telle finished.

			Abronja sucked in a breath that ended in a shaking sob.

			This was the truth, and the truth hurt more than any fiction.

			“You were not meant to be one of them,” the Telle continued. “Playing at peace in Paranor, surrounded by a bunch of old frauds arguing and accomplishing nothing. You are a cuckoo in a nest of warblers, and now you must learn to fly. If you wish to know true peace, join me, and we will rule over this land. I have so much to teach you. You have so much untapped potential. Together, we can do magic of which Galaphile Joss can only dare to dream.”

			The Spectre Telle opened his arms.

		

	
		
			Forty-Four

			Abronja had never seen the world with such clarity, and yet his path forward was not clear. The Spectre Telle’s words had confirmed everything Abronja had ever secretly believed about himself and his family. He had always felt different. He had always suspected that there was some terrible reason his parents did not understand him and could not fully embrace him, offer him the love and acceptance he craved. He knew, more than anything, that even if they wanted to do so, they could never forgive him for Ional’s death.

			And most of all, he knew he was meant to accomplish so much more than they could offer him.

			He looked inside himself, hunting for any trace of the Spectre Telle, for the dark seed he had always sought, and found nothing.

			But then he shifted his focus and studied not the emptiness but the—well, walls was as good a word as any. And he found that the Telle was right. He had been looking for a shadow against a white wall and now discovered that the walls were made of shadow, that his soul was made of a different substance entirely. He was a fortress built of darkness and always had been.

			A cuckoo indeed.

			He could not go back to Paranor now, not like this.

			He did not belong there, not anymore.

			He put his hands over the Ildatch, and it sang to him softly, a promise and an apology.

			All will be well, it told him.

			This was how things were always going to go.

			Fulfill your destiny.

			Walk into the arms of the one who made you, who brought us together, who will join with us and remake the world into a better place.

			Galaphile is an impotent puppet of a dead god, and any peace he has brought to the land is temporary and weak, as flimsy as paper.

			See the truth, accept the truth.

			“I understand,” Abronja said aloud.

			He walked forward as if pulled by a golden hook caught in his ribs, as if the book was a magnet dragging him toward the Spectre Telle, toward his destiny. Step by step he crossed the tower chamber, and it was as if the weight of the world slipped from his shoulders.

			Here was someone who saw his greatness, his potential. Here was someone who did not withhold magic, but who freely offered up his greatest prize, his most powerful knowledge. Here was someone who would not hold him back but would instead build him into an even greater mage, view him as a paragon who need never be questioned.

			Abronja stepped into the embrace of the Spectre Telle, the book pressed between them like a promise—

			And as the Telle’s wiry arms encircled him, Abronja whipped the cursed misericord from the sheath at his waist and plunged it into the Telle’s back, between his ribs, directly into his heart.

		

	
		
			Forty-Five

			Galaphile Joss bolted awake in his chamber in Arborlon, his eyes wide in the darkest part of night. It was magic that had roused him, but not one of his alarms being triggered around the Elven city or back home near Paranor.

			No, this was something bigger, something greater.

			It echoed through the world like ripples in still water, like a great bell tolling.

			The Spectre Telle, Galaphile immediately understood, was dead.

			All those years after the Great Siege, Galaphile had been unable to rest, unable to take any comfort in defeating his enemy. He could almost…feel the Telle, like a far-off sound that never, ever stopped, like the pounding of a waterfall that became an unceasing background noise. It was weak at first, but then its strength returned over time. Although Galaphile had never been able to sense through this magical link where the Telle was or what he might be doing or thinking, he had always understood, on some animal level, that they were tied together, him and his greatest enemy, and that as long as the Telle lived, they would be connected.

			Now, at last, that connection was severed.

			Galaphile drew a deep breath of the cool, crisp night air, and it carried the same sensation as finally being recovered after a prolonged sickness, as if his lungs were clear for the first time in two decades. He felt lighter, younger, spry. He wanted to run to Rishannon and tell her the good news and then gallop home to tell Nirianne and all of Paranor.

			Their dread enemy was gone!

			The Spectre Telle had finally been destroyed.

			As understanding sunk in, so did the pursuant thought:

			The only person capable of killing the Telle was Abronja.

			Galaphile had commanded his son not to pursue this mission. He was certain Nirianne and the Druid Council would’ve done the same. And yet somehow Abronja had triumphed. Galaphile frowned. The boy must’ve defied them all, must’ve gone rogue. Did he have his friends and supporters with him, Galaphile wondered? Was he hurt? Where had he found the Telle hiding, and how had he accomplished this coup?

			So many questions, so few answers.

			For all that Galaphile wanted to celebrate, this success brought with it a host of new worries. Abronja had killed the Telle, but that didn’t mean he’d escaped unscathed. It didn’t mean he had lived through the battle.

			Galaphile rose and began to pack his bag. It would be weeks before he reached Paranor, perhaps months before he found his son. Still, he had to go. Abronja needed him. Nirianne would, too. Now that the queen’s life was safe from further attacks by the Telle, there was nothing holding Galaphile in Arborlon.

			He would return to Paranor, and there he would learn the truth. He’d lost one son to the Telle already; he didn’t know if his heart could survive losing two.

			

			—

			In the Druids’ tower, Cazan Obadir woke from a nightmare, sweating profusely. In his dream, some great, dark creature of the sea had caught him in wet, curling tentacles, pulling him under ink-black waters. He’d fought and fought, thrashed and screamed, but could not escape. This was not his first time dreaming something similar, but it was the first time he’d managed to wake himself before the creature drowned him.

			He stood and went to his window, looking down at the city. Before, he’d had a strange dislike of Paranor, sneering each time he beheld the view from his chamber. Thick walls, hodgepodge buildings, happy people swanning about the market. Now he saw his home with a new kind of tenderness. This was a good place, a safe place. The people were friendly and hardworking. Whenever he told his stories in the tavern, he received great applause and endless free drinks. Even the Druids, who generally annoyed him, now seemed more like family than adversaries, and the work they were doing together felt special and important.

			So strange, how in beating the monster in his nightmare, he’d managed to change his entire worldview. He’d been so angry lately, so argumentative. That wasn’t like him at all! He wanted to be more like he’d been as a young man, jovial and open. When had he become so negative and antagonistic, constantly picking fights and lashing out?

			No way to know, really. The important thing was that he’d had an epiphany tonight, and he was going to change. Tomorrow would be a better day. He drank some water and went back to sleep, noting for the first time how comfortable his bed was, and how nice it was to have a room of his own after decades of traveling on the dusty roads, his back mounded with books. When he turned softly into the loving arms of sleep, his dreams were calm and tranquil.

			He did not dream of the monster again.

			All around Paranor, at the same time, people woke from nightmares—Elves, Humans, Trolls, Gnomes, Dwarves—dozens of citizens from all walks of life. Each one felt a renewed sense of peace and hope. They felt free in a way that they hadn’t experienced in years, as if they’d set down burdens they hadn’t known they were carrying. They went back to sleep, and in the morning, they all—including Cazan—had forgotten the nightmare, the waking, the epiphany. They merely went about life as they had before the Spectre Telle had planted seeds of darkness in their minds, using them to spy on Paranor for years.

			The Telle was dead, and with him, all the enmity he’d secretly, silently sown in the fortress.

			

			—

			Abronja stared down at what had become of his greatest enemy.

			There was no blood. Not from the misericord’s plunge, and not from the pursuant sword work. The moment Abronja’s enchanted sword had severed his head from his body, the Spectre Telle, like those who served him, had fallen apart like a bag of offal, spreading a foul black substance as his robes lost their shape. Abronja knew what it was to behead a creature, understood the bone and tendon and trachea, but the Spectre Telle, in the end, had become so corrupted that he was more like a shadow made substance. There was nothing left to burn, nothing that might be buried. Resheathing his sword, Abronja used his magic to clean up the sad, pathetic mess that had once been the terror of the Four Lands.

			Two things and two things only were left of the Telle: his black cloak and a heavy silver pendant in the shape of a skull.

			The cloak was old and moth-eaten; it might’ve belonged to any beggar along the Midland roads. But the pendant gleamed dully, the magic within it calling to the mage who had slain its master. Abronja needed proof that the Telle was gone forever; he could feel it in his bones, in his blood, in his soul, and yet he was almost disappointed. He’d planned to carry his enemy’s head back in a sack so that all might look upon the visage that had caused so much horror and pain and know that his reign was over.

			And yet…there was no head.

			Hooking his fingers through the chain, Abronja considered the pendant.

			Like the Ildatch, he immediately understood that it was neither good nor evil but merely a tool, a vehicle. It was very old, possibly from a time before the Age of Man, and magic had been spelled into its alloys, cast into its shape. The skull wasn’t entirely Human or Elven, but Abronja could not describe how it deviated from the truth. An older race, perhaps, one long extinct?

			He carefully draped the chain around his neck, felt the heavy pendant come to rest just above the Ildatch. These two artifacts, he was fairly certain, were the most powerful magical objects in existence, and now he carried them both.

			For a long moment, he stood in the Spectre Telle’s chamber, his mind reeling.

			Transformation is a strange thing. It generally happens unnoticed over a long period of time, but sometimes, it comes with the urgency and suddenness of a thunderclap, striking once and leaving something utterly new in its wake. Abronja was unchanged; he understood that. He was still himself. He still wished for peace and wanted to be a hero. He had no interest in the Telle’s cruelty and war, did not wish to enslave others or raise the dead to cause harm in his name. He was not evil; he sought goodness, fairness, freedom for all. He did not even wish to dwell here, in this fortress, or to claim any treasure the Telle had accumulated.

			And yet…

			His entire life had changed in an instant.

			He was the same, yet everything else was utterly different.

			He had accomplished his goal.

			His life’s work was complete.

			What was there in Paranor that appealed to him?

			He would return a hero, but what came after?

			With no great enemy to unite them and challenge them, what would the Druid Council do? What was their purpose? And, for that matter, what was his? With the Telle gone, peace was achieved. Sure, there were still petty war bands and small enclaves of dissenters, but for the most part, no one was currently opposing the Peacekeepers with any real force.

			And that was good! Peace was—and had always been—the goal.

			But what was the role of the soldier after he’d won the war he’d been indoctrinated to fight? When there was no war, there were no warriors. Abronja had never known a life without the Spectre Telle looming and threatening on the horizon. He had understood from his earliest days that his family was united in their desire to end the Telle and bring peace and freedom to all. He could not simply pick up a plow and become a farmer or set up shop as Paranor’s second blacksmith. His sharp mind and ambitious heart would slowly waste away inside him. He was a man who needed a quest, some great mountain to climb.

			If only he had been born to true peace, to a time and place where he might’ve been content to learn a craft, find a wife, start a family. Those who did not possess the potential for magic did not miss magic; they merely lived simple lives of simple pleasures. Abronja had been raised to do more, be more. He was too smart, too talented to waste away doing nothing.

			Again, his woes could be laid at the feet of the Spectre Telle.

			If only the Telle had not challenged Galaphile, had not kidnapped Nirianne, had not killed Ional, had not assassinated the Elven king and attempted to kill the queen. If the Spectre Telle had never existed, Abronja might’ve been content. His parents would love him, Ional would be alive, Abronja would be marrying someone like Pharilee, building a home and a family in Paranor or Arborlon. In that other life, the one he’d never gotten to live, he went to sleep tired and happy and woke up ready for the easy delights of a bright new morning. Breakfast with his family, carrying his son on his shoulders through the market, enjoying the work of his hands and living to make his wife laugh.

			Everything that could’ve been his, that might’ve given him the utmost contentment, now seemed as bland and boring as a chunk of gray stone laid beside sparkling jewels.

			All because of the Telle.

			Anger brought a snarl to Abronja’s face, curled his hands into fists. If the Telle had not disintegrated, he would’ve taken out his fury on the body of his enemy, but there was nothing left to kick or punch or throttle—the Telle had denied him even that small act of satisfaction.

			If only the Telle had never existed.

			If only there was some way—

			There is a way, the Ildatch said in his mind, speaking to him again as it had when the Telle embraced him.

			Abronja went still.

			“Tell me more,” he said.

			There is an old magic called timewalking, the Ildatch intoned. It requires great study, discipline, and sacrifice, and can only be accomplished by a studious mage of immense power. The risks are great, but if done correctly by a skilled practitioner, the timewalker may travel back in time to a point of their choosing.

			“And if I learned this skill, I could end the Telle before he found you?” Abronja asked.

			You could perform any act you wished, the book assured him. But only the pure of heart might succeed.

			Abronja considered this. If he could go back in time and find the Spectre Telle when he was merely a Human man, before he’d ever found the Ildatch, then he—Abronja—would be the most powerful mage in that world. He would be able to slay the Telle easily, thus saving his mother from the pain of being kidnapped and, later, losing a son. Galaphile would be able to build Paranor without a war—and he would have no reason to sequester himself in Arborlon with Queen Rishannon. And Abronja would grow up with no shadow of the Spectre Telle looming over him or within him, without being probed every birthday for some dark anomaly, wondering what was so very wrong with him.

			There would be nothing wrong with him at all.

			“But if I went back and killed the Telle before he found you, then this version of me would never exist—”

			The moment the Telle was destroyed, you would simply grow up as an innocent boy, living your best life with loving parents and a younger, half-Elf brother who need not die for a long, long time, the book said softly. So many lives saved. So much pain avoided.

			Abronja’s fingers played with the heavy skull pendant. “How do I learn this skill?”

			The book pulsed against his skin warmly. As you travel back to Paranor a hero, I will teach you. You have proven a ready student, a greater mage than the Telle ever hoped to be. Deep underground, undiscovered, there is a cavern adjacent to the Druids’ Well, a sacred place where magic naturally gathers. There you will have the greatest chance of timewalking successfully as your friends guard you and keep you safe.

			As he considered this, Abronja walked to the piles of books the Spectre Telle had left behind. There were magical texts and books of the Old World, but nothing could even approach the power of the Ildatch. It was a singular object, and it was offering him a precious gift.

			If only he could learn to timewalk, he could fix everything in his life that had ever been broken. The Spectre Telle was gone, but Abronja knew now that the Telle’s essence was tangled in his body, in his soul; that it had always been there and always would be. Perhaps Galaphile was unable to see it there, but Abronja knew the truth.

			More than anything, he wanted to be free.

			He wanted the life he should’ve had.

			“Teach me,” he said.

		

	
		
			Forty-Six

			All throughout Dun Fee Aran, the Spectre Telle’s undead minions had fallen where they stood, leaving behind foul piles of black refuse riddled with mushrooms and fungus. The Mwellrets, no longer controlled by their master, fled to the tunnels underneath the fortress and offered no opposition. By the time Abronja rejoined his friends, there were no hostile forces left.

			Evestil hurried forward, grinning. “You did it! I knew it! I felt it ringing in the air the moment you killed him. Did he put up much of a fight?”

			He opened his arms and offered me everything I thought I wanted, and I almost accepted—before I stabbed him in the back, Abronja thought.

			“He fought with magic, but mine was stronger,” he said instead. “Enchanted weapons are hard to beat when you’re a faceless coward without guards, you know?” They laughed together, and he accepted thumps on the back from his male friends and a warm hug from Verloic that she held on to just a moment longer than necessary.

			“And down here—any trouble?” he asked.

			Karthian threw up his hands. “Didn’t even get to draw a weapon. Annoying, really.”

			“That’s why we didn’t attack at noon,” Zakrar noted with a shrug. “Even evil madmen and their ensorcelled minions must sleep sometimes.” He looked around. “Anything worth taking, do you think?”

			The group split up to sort through the Telle’s books and artifacts and find a way to transport them back to the library. Traveling with cargo would, of course, slow them down, but knowledge was currently the most valuable thing in Paranor—and the New World. They soon had a serviceable wagon hitched to a sturdy set of ponies from the keep’s stables, plus an extra set of ponies as spares.

			“How many more beasts in the stable?” Abronja asked Leej, who’d found them.

			“Over a dozen. Stolen from Storlock, most likely, as the tack is Gnomish-made.” Leej was still furious about what they’d seen in the ransacked town.

			“Let’s take any beasts that are sound and trained,” Abronja told him. “If we’re moving at wagon-speed, we might as well enrich our own stables or help the farmers in the valley. Any animals that are not suited to our needs should be released. We cannot leave them here to die.”

			He briefly wondered if the Spectre Telle’s Skelter might yet live, but he had seen the remains of all the undead minions that had once depended on the Telle’s life force for animation. Although Galaphile said the Skelter had been a living thing at the Great Siege, Abronja knew that by the fight at Arborlon, it had become yet another dead thing fully under the control of the Spectre Telle. It was likely a pile of blackened mush somewhere in the fortress, and he did not see any point in searching for it.

			Abronja sent out his magic, hunting for any remaining artifacts, but the books and the beasts were the only things of value remaining in Dun Fee Aran. The pendant and the Ildatch were, of course, already on his person, and although he considered telling his friends about his secret weapons, his instincts suggested that he continue to keep them to himself. It wasn’t that he thought his friends might steal them, but he was concerned that they would worry about the influence of the Telle’s dark magic. There was also a chance they might wish to read the Ildatch to expand their own magic skills, but Abronja felt a fierce possessiveness over the book; it was like a dear friend, and one he did not wish to share. He felt a bit sheepish of this jealousy, but not enough to change his mind. Galaphile did not share the Elit Druin when he was in Paranor, after all; why should Abronja share his own object of power?

			Once the horses and ponies had been sorted and the wagon well packed and covered with an oilcloth to protect the books from the elements, the little group set out at dawn to return to their camp. The fat little ponies could not pull the wagon up into the mountains, so Leej stayed in the valley with the herd while Abronja and the rest climbed up the slope to the bluff. Lindorn was keeping watch as Pharilee slept, and he was pleased to see everyone alive and well and had likewise felt the Spectre Telle’s death ripple through the world.

			Abronja himself had not slept for more than twenty-four hours, but he had never felt more awake and alive in his life. He longed to pull the Ildatch from its harness and begin to master timewalking, but he knew he had to wait until darkness fell again to indulge his curiosity. As a whole, the group agreed that they should begin their journey immediately, and so they ate a quick breakfast and rejoined Leej and the wagon. Abronja silently sent out his magic, fortifying his friends and lending them energy and awareness to help them ride through the hot, punishing day without flagging. That night, when they made camp, he waited as long as he could before casting his sleeping spell around the campfire so that he might creep off and pull the Ildatch from its resting place against his chest, eagerly cracking open its soft, ancient spine.

			

			—

			The journey was slow, but Abronja, for once, did not mind. His goal was to master timewalking before they reached Paranor so that he might go directly to the cave near the Druids’ Well and carry out his plan. He had no interest in explaining himself to the Druid Council. He did not want Nirianne to cling to him, weeping with relief and wishing he were Ional. If Galaphile had managed to pry himself away from his beloved Rishannon and Arborlon, Abronja had no desire to answer his questions about the business with the Elit Druin and his attempt to sway the council in his father’s absence. He especially didn’t want to run into Ursule Raken and have no choice but to listen to her inane, always negative ravings; she would find some way to turn even this triumph into a dire warning. He and his friends would bypass Galaphile’s magical alarms and all the sentries in the valley and farmlands, leave the horses and ponies in a pasture, and pass unseen into the tunnels under Paranor, and then all of Abronja’s problems would be neatly solved with no clarification due to anyone.

			It did occur to him that, if his stratagem worked, it would not matter that they had brought a dozen horses and ponies and a pile of books to Paranor. Still, his friends needed to believe that everything was going according to plan and that they were simply returning home as heroes. They need never know about timewalking, the Ildatch, or Abronja’s need to fix the most broken part of his life and himself. Taking the journey more slowly gave him the time he needed to learn and accelerate his skills. When one had mastered time, what was an extra couple of weeks on the road? Soon everything would change. He would make sure of it.

			Each day, unencumbered by the oppressive miasma that had formerly weighed upon the Eastland, the party rode and hunted and ate, and every night, Abronja claimed the first watch, wove his magic, and studied the Ildatch. He always took the book a little away from the camp, as something about it seemed to upset the horses, but only when it was open. When it slept against his chest in its leather harness, now worn soft with wear and molded to his body, they did not seem to mind. He had not yet found a use for the skull pendant, but it felt good against his skin, like it belonged there, and he toyed with it while he read the Ildatch or, more often, listened to the book speaking in his mind. Communing with the tome was almost like entering a trance or a lucid dream, and he began to see the shape of timewalking, to understand how he might unravel time itself and re-form it to serve him.

			One day, as they forged a path through the perilous Wolfstkaag Mountains just outside of Storlock, Abronja felt a malevolent force and silently stopped his companions with a raised hand. His senses had become so sharp that he could feel anger, hunger, and desperation in the air as easily as he might have smelled smoke. He sent out his magic, determining that they were surrounded by perhaps two dozen Gnomes hidden in the crags and cliffs overhead. More than one weapon was currently pointed at his own back—including, very close by, one arrow that would not miss.

			Grasping the skull pendant and placing a hand on the Ildatch, he sent out a wave of energy, almost like the aftermath of an explosion. Each of the enemies hidden among the rocks fell to the ground, unconscious but otherwise unharmed.

			“What was that?” Karthian said, a hand to his forehead, as if he might rub away a minor headache.

			“I don’t know the spell’s name,” Abronja told him, “but it seemed preferable to the actual violence that was about to be unleashed upon us.”

			He dismounted and used his magic to scale the nearest cliff, where he found a stupefied Gnome asleep on the stone, a bow and arrow laid out beside him and a quiver on his back. The poor fellow was emaciated and filthy, his hair unkempt and his nails rimed with black. When Abronja walked to the next Gnome, he was saddened to see it was a woman with a baby strapped to her back and a large rock by her hands, which she’d likely been preparing to hurl down at them. These poor Gnomes must’ve been desperate indeed.

			“Gather as much food as we can spare,” Abronja told his friends. “They are starving. Gnome escapees from Storlock or Dun Fee Aran, no doubt.”

			“Show me,” Leej rasped.

			As the ragged Gnomes slept, Abronja and Leej walked amongst them one by one. Leej confirmed that none were his relations, but that all needed help. Together, Abronja and his followers piled up half a deer, a basket of berries, and several eggs recently laid by the chickens that hung in cages from the wagon, gathered from the barns of Dun Fee Aran. Leej tore a piece of paper from one of the less useful books so that he might leave a message beside the Gnome he’d identified as the leader.

			“The Spectre Telle is dead. Storlock and Dun Fee Aran can be reclaimed. If you need sanctuary and resources, Paranor will always welcome you.”

			Satisfied that he had lived up to his father’s expectations regarding peacekeeping in the Midlands, and certain that they would soon find more game to replace what had been freely donated, Abronja led his friends out of the mountains and into the Rabb Plains. He was pleased to confirm that, despite the darkness in his soul revealed by the Spectre Telle, he remained his same good, altruistic, merciful self. He genuinely felt for these Gnomes and hoped they would find a way to survive.

			

			—

			(What he did not know—what he would never know—was that the mysterious spell he’d used to incapacitate the Gnomes was a permanent one, and that they would never awaken to read Leej’s note and better their lives. Wild animals would find them where they lay and devour them.

			The Ildatch did not always explain itself. It had never promised anyone the full truth, and its powers were only growing stronger.)

			

			—

			Galaphile had never ridden so hard in his life. He traveled alone with just two of the queen’s finest horses, using magic to subsist on as little sleep as possible so that he might make good time on his journey home to Paranor. There was an immediacy to his quest, a desperation. He’d felt this way only twice before: when rescuing Nirianne from the Spectre Telle and when the Telle’s bear had attacked Ional. He wasn’t sure why, but this was a life-or-death situation. It felt as if the entire world teetered on its axis, as if the future depended on him reaching Abronja as soon as possible.

			First, he had felt the death of the Spectre Telle.

			That was a good thing, and yet the immediate relief had been followed by a sense of profound unease.

			Then Oonah had sought him out as he packed his bags, carrying a card she claimed she’d never seen before, one that was not part of her deck. The last time she had produced a new card, it had shown the Spectre Telle on the Skelter, attacking from the night sky.

			This time, it showed only a silver skull, a misericord, and an old book that Galaphile recognized.

			The Ildatch.

			The misericord, too, was familiar, but the last time he’d seen it in the Druids’ vault at Paranor, it had been in two pieces, damaged beyond repair, at least to his eyes.

			As for the silver skull, he had never seen it before, and yet it repulsed him.

			“What does this mean?” he asked Oonah.

			“That is for you to discover,” she said, pushing the card into his hands. “I only want the foul thing gone. Something terrible is on the horizon, but I don’t know what, or how, or why—only that it can be stopped.”

			“How? And by whom?”

			Oonah dusted her hands against her skirt as if trying to scrape off residue from the card that Galaphile now held. “If it was anyone other than you, I would have left this discussion already; just talking about it makes my skin crawl. And if I knew how, I would tell you. You are already leaving, I see, but I urge you to waste no time.” The seer looked into Galaphile’s eyes, and he saw a deep, animal fear there. “These three items can end the world,” she told him. “They must be destroyed.”

			And so Galaphile took the card, packed his bags, bid farewell to Rishannon, and left. The queen of the Elves was, of course, delighted to hear that the reign of the Spectre Telle was finally over, but as she had a keen understanding of emotions, she could sense that Galaphile was deeply disturbed.

			“I would think this was good news,” she said in the barn as Galaphile sat atop one of her fine black stallions.

			“I thought so, too, but Oonah has changed my mind. The Telle may be gone, but I urge you to remember that peace has not been promised. Remain vigilant and tell the council that a snake can still bite, even after its head has been cut off.”

			“I don’t know what that means, Galaphile,” Rishannon said.

			“I’m not sure I do either. I can only urge you to take care.”

			Now the miles pounded past under heavy hooves as Galaphile galloped through the night, the dawn, the rain, the wind. He used his magic to bolster the horses and made sure they had adequate rest and feed and water, but he did not bother with fires except when absolutely necessary and ate in the saddle. He was racing time itself, and he did not know why or what he would find in Paranor. All he knew was that everything he’d ever fought for in his entire life depended on getting there first.

		

	
		
			Forty-Seven

			Sharp-eyed Abronja was the first to spot the towers of Paranor. He rode at the head of the party, picking his path carefully to avoid Galaphile’s sentries and magical alarms. It was vitally important that they not be spotted as they approached the fortress. The sun was sinking, the sky a brilliant orange, and he was eager for darkness to fall. In their many weeks of travel, he had dedicated every possible moment to studying the Ildatch and practicing the magic that would allow him to travel backward in time.

			Last night, at the Ildatch’s urging, he had finally succeeded in moving time forward. Once he’d spelled his friends to sleep, he’d entered a trance and jumped forward to dawn. Opening his eyes, he’d felt absolutely incredible, swollen with power and almost…healed. The aches and pains of riding, the blisters on his hands and feet, a cut across his face from a vine—they had all disappeared, leaving him feeling as if he had drunk some sort of healing potion. He felt young and vibrant and strong, invincible even, ready to take on anything.

			Now all he had to do was reach the tunnels under Paranor without broadcasting their arrival. He’d had to put one sentry to sleep after a horse’s whinny of welcome had revealed their position, but now he’d cast a bubble of silence around their entire group so that it wouldn’t happen again.

			“Lindorn,” he called as they neared the first farm on the outskirts of the plateau, “would you round up the spare horses and let the farmer know they’ll be grazing in his pasture overnight? If he requests compensation, tell him it is on behalf of the High Lord of Paranor.”

			Lindorn trotted up on his favorite mare, confused. “But we’re so close. We could make it up to the keep by midnight and sleep in our own beds.”

			Abronja gave him a lopsided smile, ever the humble hero. “I’d like one last night of quiet. When we arrive, there will be such a big to-do. You get the horses fed and watered and we’ll make camp. Tomorrow we can all ride up together in the morning. If no one minds?”

			“Of course not.” Lindorn was not entirely convinced, but as they’d traveled, he had taken on the role of hostler and had grown accustomed to following Abronja’s always reasonable orders. With a whistle, he gathered all the ponied horses and led the entire herd toward the nearest gate.

			Satisfied that Lindorn was out of the way, Abronja trotted toward Paranor, the others falling in line behind him until they were all cantering along the dirt roads between the farms. The Ildatch had shown him a natural cave nestled in the base of the plateau, and he kept the camouflage spell over the entire group, obscuring them from view just in case anyone might be looking down from the towers. It would’ve been more convenient if the area was still all forest, but at least they could travel more swiftly this way.

			“Pharilee and the wagon won’t be able to keep up at this pace,” Evestil said, cantering easily alongside Abronja on his own Elven mount.

			“She’ll follow more slowly, but there is no hurry for her,” Abronja told him. “By the time she arrives, we’ll have camp set up, as usual. Although the eggs might already be scrambled by then, eh?”

			He laughed and urged his horse into a gallop. After their slow progress across the plains with the wagon, Onyx was eager to stretch his legs, and Abronja’s heart sang at the joy of a swiftly moving horse pounding through the night as the stars wheeled overhead. Although he could sense confusion and curiosity among his companions, who were likely wondering why they were not aiming for the main road that led to the north gate of Paranor, he knew they would follow anyway. Just as the Ildatch had begun to feel like a part of him, so had it tightened the threads of friendship among those he traveled with, knitting them together with loyalty and duty. Evestil, Karthian, Verloic, Leej, and Zakrar were bound to him, almost like family now. Lindorn had always stood somewhat outside this circle, and once he’d cemented his relationship with Pharilee on the road, she had cleaved to him instead of the group. Abronja did not mind; five solid friends and followers were sufficient for his current task.

			Although he did not timewalk, his mount soon stood at the base of the plateau as if they had moved with unnatural speed. Onyx nervously stamped a foot, and Abronja looked up to find multiple mountain cats staring down at him from their shadowy perches. They were uneasy. Distrustful.

			He waved an arm, and they scattered into the night.

			“Shall we build our camp here?” Evestil asked, looking around with a frown. “Not much forage for the horses.”

			Abronja turned his horse to face the others, meeting their gazes one by one. “My friends, you have followed me into the lair of our greatest enemy without a single complaint. You have seen horrors, fought monsters, ridden through tempests and suffered every discomfort. Together, we have triumphed. We rid the world of the villain that threatened the peace to which we have dedicated our lives. But I must ask of you one more boon, one great task.”

			“Of course,” Evestil said automatically. “Whatever you need, brother.”

			Abronja smiled at him and inclined his head in thanks. “Like my father, I have been given a quest. A great undertaking that will require sacrifice and dedication, but one that will ensure our peace and prosperity forever. We will not be divided by hatred and war, like the Old World was. We will move forward into the future together to complete the destiny promised to my father.”

			“What is required of this quest?” Karthian asked, his brow drawn down.

			Abronja dismounted and began to untack his horse as he spoke. “There is a secret chamber near the Druids’ Well where magic is gathered. I must do a ritual there that will ensure the Spectre Telle can never rise again. All I ask is that you protect my body while I am in this vulnerable state.”

			His friends likewise divested their mounts of saddles and bridles, setting them free to hunt for fodder. Abronja secretly used a little gust of magic to push the creatures away, entirely out of reach. Kicking up their heels, they galloped toward the rich pasture where their fellows had stayed behind.

			“If you are ready?” Abronja asked.

			“Always,” Evestil promised, and everyone nodded.

			Turning to the wall of the plateau, Abronja raised his hands and found a natural fissure, parting the stone to reveal a cavern. There were little gasps, and he was amused to think that out of all his magic, all that he could accomplish, something so small had impressed those who knew him best. Conjuring a glowing orb of light, he stepped within, under the mountain, and followed the path shown to him by the Ildatch. He had not removed the book from its harness in quite some time; once he’d understood the exact science of timewalking, he needed to be close with the book, communing with it, not staring at something as frivolous as letters on a page. Their connection was deeper now, as if they were literally bound to each other.

			As soon as all his friends had followed him deep within the caverns under the plateau, Abronja resealed the fissure he’d opened, hiding the fact that anyone had passed by, much less entered the space. From outside, there was no sign the cavern even existed. It was warm inside, the air heated by the lava pits deep within the stone. Perhaps Sanitov and Galaphile knew all the tunnels closer to the surface, but they did not know everything. This maze of subterranean chambers was not connected to the ones included in Paranor’s detailed plans, and the Ildatch assured Abronja that he would not be bothered here.

			By now, no one questioned his ability to chart his own path in complete darkness. They pulled their weapons and surrounded him, but he needed no protection, not in that sense. He still wore his sword, his Elven knife, his throwing stars, the cursed misericord. But his magic was truly his greatest weapon, and there was no one left in the entire world who could even come close to challenging him in that regard. This knowledge made him feel easy and benevolent, secure and confident. If there had been anything threatening in the tunnels, he would’ve known, would’ve sensed it, and together, he and the Ildatch would’ve destroyed it before his friends could even think to raise their swords.

			As Abronja neared his target, eagerness filled him like a cup. His entire being felt like a glowing star, like the sun, like a fruit so warm and ripe under the summer skies that it might burst. This felt perfect, so right. He was finally doing exactly what he’d been born to do. Soon, all the problems that had plagued him his entire life would be solved. Soon, he would never need worry again.

			At last they arrived in a chamber that was infinitely colder than the tunnels that led to it. The low ceiling was held up by a warren of stalactites and stalagmites, gnashed together like a giant’s furious teeth. Putting his hand to the wall, Abronja could feel the strong, steady hum of the Druids’ Well on the other side of the stone. Perhaps his father and the other Druids didn’t know what the well signified, but Abronja did. The Ildatch had told him of its powers. It was the wellspring of the magic of the Druids, and he would now call upon it to power his timewalking so that he might navigate his way back to a time before he’d been born and fix the jagged fissures of the New World.

			“I must lie down now to perform the spell,” he told his friends. “It will seem as if I am asleep, or possibly even dead. Please surround me and keep me safe while I am incapacitated and vulnerable. I don’t know how long this will take, but I know that together, this is our destiny.”

			They surrounded him then, his friends, as if they’d choreographed it. He lay down in the very center of the chamber, and Evestil stood at his head, the others at each of his hands and feet. Five people, surrounding him like a star of love and trust. Abronja wore the skull pendant at his throat and the Ildatch at his chest, but something wasn’t quite right. The misericord pulsed warmly at his side, and he pulled it from its sheath and held it in both hands over the Ildatch.

			“Thank you for your loyalty,” he said, closing his eyes. “Together, we will remake the world—that, I promise you.”

			Satisfied, he closed his eyes and shifted the misericord so that it touched both the skull pendant and the Ildatch. Once all three magical artifacts were connected, Abronja tapped into their combined power and went into a trance, ready to walk back through time and kill the Spectre Telle long before he’d begun his dark descent.

		

	
		
			Forty-Eight

			Galaphile arrived at the gates of Paranor in the deepest part of night, galloping past the stupefied guards and directly to the Druids’ tower. He saw no sign of trouble, sensed nothing amiss, and yet he felt as if he were racing time itself. Filthy, exhausted, ragged, starving, he lurched up the tower stairs to the apartment he shared with Nirianne.

			“My love?” She sat up in bed, beautifully rumpled, and regarded him in confusion.

			“Where is Abronja?” Galaphile rasped.

			She looked about the room as if she might find her son conveniently standing nearby. “I haven’t seen him in months. He quarreled with the Druid Council and secretly departed with his friends. Ursule has suggested that he planned to kill the Spectre Telle, and the mages tell me they felt the moment of the Telle’s death. Still, he has not returned. I’ve been so worried—about him, and about you.”

			Galaphile hurried to her and sat on the edge of the bed, taking his life partner into his arms. “I am safe, as are Arborlon and the queen. I felt the Spectre Telle die, and yet something is desperately wrong. For all my magic, I cannot understand why. I set off immediately to find you. There is something here I am supposed to do, but I don’t yet know what.”

			Nirianne briefly snuggled into him before abruptly pulling back. “Does it involve soap? When did you last bathe?”

			Galaphile chuckled. “Does riding through a rainstorm count? It’s been a very long time, my love. Are you certain Abronja has not returned?”

			She sighed heavily. “The guards and sentries all know to look out for him, but the boy has your magical skills, so I would imagine he can avoid the regular sort of detection. His room has been locked from within since the day he left, and we have had no messages from or regarding him. The seers have not brought me any new information. I have never felt so helpless.” She reached out and grasped his hand. “But you are here now, so that is half my heart. Perhaps, with your magic…?” She trailed off, letting the question hang in the air.

			“I will try again, now that I am here.” Galaphile closed his eyes and sent out tendrils of his magic all around Paranor. Up the towers, down into the tunnels, through the homes and stables and around the guards standing at their posts. He did not find any sign of Abronja, any bright flash of magic. His head hung, and he let out an enormous yawn. “Nothing. I was certain that I would arrive in a moment of great portent, and yet all I find is a sleepy town. Perhaps the seer who sent me on my way was wrong.”

			“Or perhaps the trouble will find you tomorrow.” Her nose wrinkled up. “Go bathe and then come to bed. If there is anything you can do, I am certain someone will come knocking on our door. Until then, you need food and rest.”

			“Rest and food,” he grumbled, standing to peel away the layers of sweat-stiff cloth.

			He left her there and followed her orders, but as he bathed, he was entirely uneasy. The seer, he knew, had seen true; he’d felt the darkness surrounding that card. The Spectre Telle was gone. And yet he could find no trace of Abronja and his magic. Something in his bones told him his beloved son was not dead. It almost seemed as if he were…somewhere else. It reminded Galaphile of his time with the King of the Silver River, when those around him, including Nirianne, Ratcher, and Varisol, had thought him lost forever, disappeared without a trace. Perhaps Abronja was having a similar adventure, maybe even talking with the same old god in his beautiful Garden of Life.

			That would be a blessing, Galaphile thought. Abronja had always seemed strangely competitive with him, but to be likewise chosen by the King of the Silver River? Well, that would give them an unusual bond, tying them both to the destiny of Paranor and the renaissance of the New World.

			“Wherever you are, son,” he whispered to the night, “I hope you are safe and finding what you need. Your mother and I miss you, and we love you, and we hope you’ll return to us soon.”

			

			—

			Abronja was indeed somewhere else, neither in this world nor the next. He was moving through time, joined together with the Ildatch, the skull pendant, and the misericord. He was a traveler, his mind both asleep and awake, the magic running through him like a current.

			He did not know his father was just above him, whispering words of love on the wind.

			He did not know that Azzir was talking in his sleep, murmuring about dark magic and the end of the world as Ebenoth slept by his side with cotton fluff stuffed in his ears.

			He did not know that he was not, in fact, timewalking.

			He did not know that the Ildatch could lie, and that it had taught him something else entirely.

			He did not know anything but the magic seeping into his body as the Ildatch merged with his flesh, becoming a singular part of his heart and soul.

			All around Abronja, his friends sunk to their knees and curled on their sides, joining him in his Druid Sleep. They did not age, they did not dream. The magic worked on their bodies, too, changing them and binding them to Abronja and to the Ildatch. The magic of the Druids’ Well enveloped them like the salt water of the womb, nurturing them as they became something new.

			They were hidden there, in that magical cradle, wrapped in silence and secrecy as the world moved around them.

			As the world moved beyond them.

			As time carried on.

		

	
		
			Forty-Nine

			Abronja awoke in the darkness. He was calm and well rested, but it seemed as if no time had passed at all, and he wondered if perhaps the ritual had been interrupted somehow. There was no movement in the cavern, however, and when he reached out with his magic, he found only his five friends strewn out about the floor, sleeping heavily. There was nothing living in the vicinity, no noise or change in the temperature or environment.

			Sitting up, he felt the misericord slide from his chest to the stone, but when he reached for the Ildatch, he could not find it. Its harness hung loose around his body, empty. For the briefest moment, he panicked, thinking it had been stolen, but then he heard its voice in his head.

			I am here, it said happily. And I am part of you, now and forever.

			When he slipped a hand under his robes and inside his shirt to feel his chest, it was slightly misshapen now, the smooth planes of his pectorals interrupted by a rectangular lump—a growth roughly the size of the Ildatch. But this new form was covered with his own skin, as if his body had absorbed the book and now carried it between muscle and bone, his armor and his teacher now intrinsically one with his physical vessel. This revelation wasn’t exactly welcome, but then again, it wasn’t exactly a surprise, either. He had known this, on some level. And he also knew that it could not be undone. Its magic was inside him now and could never be taken away. He had stolen the Ildatch from the Spectre Telle, but the Ildatch had chosen Abronja and would forevermore be his.

			The pendant still sat around his neck on its chain, though, and his friends appeared untouched by time.

			Let them rest a while yet, the Ildatch whispered. We have work to do. They will be here when we have need for them later. Like you, they are becoming something new, something greater than what they once were.

			Abronja stood, his body alive with energy and eager to move. He had never felt so strong, so powerful, so invulnerable. The magic of the Ildatch had infused his veins and now coursed through his blood. He could see in the dark, hear bats squeaking in the caverns all around him, sense the Druids moving about within the tower high overhead.

			But—

			Wait.

			Abronja had come here to timewalk. His stated goal was to return to a time before Paranor had ever existed, before the Spectre Telle had discovered the Ildatch. Why, then, could he feel the presence of many souls in the fortress atop the plateau? Had he already finished the ritual, already killed the Spectre Telle? Was this version of Paranor on a different timeline? Had he forgotten it, like a dream?

			No.

			No, he had not yet seen the past, had not succeeded in his quest.

			Something was desperately wrong.

			“Where am I? When am I? What happened?” he asked.

			You will see, the Ildatch said.

			“Tell me now,” Abronja whispered.

			You must know for yourself. Go.

			Abronja began the trek toward the surface, the Ildatch his guide. He found a place where the wall between the cavern and Sanitov’s tunnels was quite thin and used magic to create a portal, then navigated upward past the lava pits and into the lower levels of the fortress. Nothing had changed—nothing that he could see. Everything seemed familiar and all around there was a sense of tranquility and contentment. That was good—that had been the goal—and yet…

			He knew that if he questioned the Ildatch again, it would only give a cryptic answer. It was withholding knowledge from him—something it had never done before. It seemed almost…smug. Amused. If the Ildatch had been a separate thing, a book that could be opened and closed at will, he would’ve slammed it shut and put it away to let it sulk. But it was in him now, and he could only do as it urged if he hoped to discover the truth.

			Cloak yourself, it told him. Hide yourself from the senses, and especially from magic.

			And so, unseen, undiscoverable, Abronja emerged from the tunnels and into Paranor proper. The walls were familiar, and yet the maze of wooden structures seemed changed. The city had grown, and there were sturdy stone buildings where once more temporary structures had stood. The stables seemed to have moved, the gardens were different, the market was wood and stone instead of colorful cloth tents. Abronja reeled, unmoored in time and space. This was not the Paranor he had left, and yet it was still Paranor, and the people were happy and, it seemed, safe.

			Sending out his magic, he sought familiar signatures. The first one he found was his father, and so he eagerly walked in that direction. Galaphile was in one of the gardens, and with him, to Abronja’s surprise, was Queen Rishannon.

			They sat side by side on a bench under a mature willow tree looking exactly the same as they had when Abronja had left them in Arborlon years ago, except—

			They were holding hands, their fingers laced together.

			Rage boiled in Abronja’s veins as he crept toward them.

			His father had brought his mistress here, to Paranor? It was the most horrible, disrespectful thing Abronja could imagine.

			“It never stops hurting, does it?” Galaphile asked. There were tears in his eyes as he focused on a white marble stone surrounded by flowering vines.

			“No, but grief is our greatest teacher,” Rishannon said, laying her lovely head on Galaphile’s shoulder, her silken hair tumbling down his chest. “It reminds us how fortunate we were to know something so precious. You were lucky to have her, and she was lucky to have you.”

			A sad, soft snort. “I always knew I would outlive her, and yet I somehow hoped it would never come to pass. It seems unfair that Elves have such long lives while Humans can only ever enjoy a fraction of that time.”

			“She lived a good, long life,” Rishannon assured him. “She was happy. As happy as she could be. And you created such magic here together.”

			A good, long life?

			Why, Nirianne was only in her mid-forties when Abronja had left Paranor! That wasn’t a long life at all!

			He crept closer and read the words on the marble stone.

			Nirianne Joss

			Beloved Wife, Mother, and Druid

			There were two years carved underneath that, and Abronja was horrified to see that he had not, in fact, walked backward in time.

			While sleeping, he had jumped forward.

		

	
		
			Fifty

			Every day that the weather allowed, Galaphile came to the garden for a moment of repose with the memory of Nirianne and their two beloved sons. Their three white marble stones sat side by side.

			“Bury me between them, I beg you. I will go to the next world with my sons on either side of me,” Nirianne had said in her final moments, clutching Galaphile’s hand in her wizened ones. “And wherever I go, they will always be with me. I have waited so long to see them again.”

			“Give them all my love,” Galaphile had told her, tears streaming down his face.

			And so he’d had the stones cut and carved and placed just so, in the corner of the garden she’d loved best, where she’d visited Ional every day. Using his magic, he made sure that flowers were always blooming around her, the air perfumed and soft. He came here to show his respect, and he came here when his heart hurt, and he came here when he needed to think. Although Nirianne had been gone for over a century, he still felt as if perhaps a bit of her spirit hung about the garden, her cleverness and intelligence soaked into the ground. Even after all these years, she still helped him see the truth of things.

			“She’d be bored now, I think,” Galaphile said, wiping at his eyes. “She loved a puzzle and a project, and now there’s nothing left to do.”

			“Oh, she would find something,” Rishannon said fondly.

			“I often ask myself if it was worth it.” Galaphile plucked a floating blossom from the air. “We achieved everything we set out to do. We built Paranor. We brought peace to the New World. We brought unity to the races and created the Druid Council.” He stood and placed the blossom on the soft grass of Nirianne’s grave. “But was it worth the cost? Losing both of our boys…I never agreed to that kind of sacrifice.”

			“It was never an even trade,” Rishannon argued. “Because you would not have agreed, not for all the peace in the world. What happened to Ional was an accident, and accidents befall great families and paupers, rulers and servants. And Abronja…” She sighed. “He was just a headstrong boy afflicted with hubris.”

			

			—

			Overhearing this, Abronja’s hands curled into claws, his lip lifted in a sneer.

			How dare Rishannon stand here at his mother’s grave and spit such lies? How dare she usurp Nirianne’s place and speak badly about her sons?

			Headstrong boy?

			Oh, no. Abronja was a man. A powerful, successful genius of a man.

			She had not seen it then, and she could not see it now.

			She was weak and stupid and silly, and the only hubris here was her own.

			His hands reached toward her slender throat—

			“All boys are headstrong,” Galaphile reminded her. “And he had reason to be confident. I had faith that Abronja would live up to his destiny, and he did.”

			“Ah, but it was folly to think he might face the Telle and live—” Rishannon began, infuriating Abronja further.

			“My love, he did what no one else could,” Galaphile gently corrected. “He actually killed the Telle and brought peace. We have had peace for a hundred and fifty years now, and that is no small thing.”

			Abronja’s hands dropped to his sides, numb.

			One hundred and fifty years?

			Over a century, gone?

			But the Ildatch had promised—

			No. The Ildatch had woven stories, the very ones Abronja needed to hear.

			And he had believed it.

			Hubris indeed.

			“He was a man fully grown, and it was his choice to make,” Galaphile added.

			Rishannon nodded. “That it was. He chose to pursue a powerful enemy on his own, without the support of his father or his council. For all his skills and potential, he was still young and foolish, by Elven standards, but in the end, I suppose you’re correct. He chose his own destiny. And there it is, my darling. You cannot torture yourself like this. You cannot take responsibility for a grown man’s choice.”

			“Oh, I can,” Galaphile said sadly. “I can, and I always will. I failed them, both of my boys. And in that failure, I failed Nirianne.”

			Rishannon joined him, linking her arm through his as they stood before the gravestones. “You did not fail them, my beloved. Life failed you. We can none of us control fate.”

			“I got my greatest wish, but I lost the ones I loved most.” Galaphile shook his head. “I would give anything for just a day—a single day, even an hour—with any of them. With my little family. My perfect little family.”

			Smiling, Rishannon put a hand to her round belly. “Well, need I remind you that you will soon have a new little family? I know we can never replace what you have lost, but I hope we can bring some joy to your life. You deserve all the happiness, you know, Galaphile Joss. Perhaps your rogue Druid son swung the sword that ended the Spectre Telle—we may never know the truth, for all that the Druid Council claimed the act as their doing—but you are the one who trained him, who taught him magic, who built Paranor, who created the Druids in the first place. You are the Ard Rhys, the High Lord, the royal consort to the Elven queen…” She went up on her tiptoes to kiss him on the lips. “And I must demand that you smile. Put your hand here and feel her kick. She is strong and healthy, and you will be alive for many years yet to watch her grow in this land of peace you have created. To her, all this sacrifice will be worth something.”

			Galaphile sighed heavily, and although he looked to be perhaps thirty years old, his eyes were ancient. “I suppose you are right. I must look to the future instead of dwelling on my past mistakes.” He put his hand over Rishannon’s stomach, and his face lit up. “Look at that,” he said softly. “She is strong! Oh, how I have missed that feeling.”

			He leaned down to place a kiss on her belly through her gauzy gowns, then took her hand and led her away. Alone now, tears streaming down his face, hands clenched so hard that his nails dug into his scarred pink palms, Abronja fell to his knees on Nirianne’s grave.

			“Oh, my poor mother, what have they done?” he cried. “Galaphile dares to bring his paramour to your grave, allows her to spew lies over your bones. You’ve been gone so long, but for me, it was barely yesterday. This is so wrong, so unfair!” He sunk his fingers into the grass, digging furrows as if he might pull her from the soil. “It wasn’t supposed to be this way. I was meant to go back in time, to stop the Spectre Telle before he could ever hurt you. You were supposed to live a happy life. You should’ve died with both your grown sons at your side. You didn’t deserve all this pain. I wanted to take it away. I wanted to fix what was broken.”

			You were the thing that was broken, the Ildatch observed.

			“No!” Abronja shouted, ripping open his shirt to stare at the shape under his skin, this foul thing that was irrevocably a part of him now. “I was strong. I am strong. But you—you lied to me! There was no timewalking. What did you teach me instead? What have I been doing for a hundred and fifty years in the dark?”

			It is called Druid Sleep, the Ildatch said sweetly. And it is a gift. No one can turn back time, but the future belongs to you alone. You will live forever now, and you cannot be killed with weapons or most magic. I have given you what you wanted most, what you truly wanted most: I have given you peace. The Four Lands are happy, and you are eternal. You are remembered a hero. You are the most powerful mage that has ever lived.

			“That is not what I wanted!” Abronja screamed. “I wanted a life free of pain for my mother. I wanted—”

			She is free of pain. She is dead, and the dead feel no pain, it reasoned.

			“But she felt it. While I slept, her pain was only increased by my absence. Because of you, I hurt her more!” Abronja’s hands were sunk in the soil, his cheek against the grass. Tears poured down his face, mixed with dirt in his mouth. “You lie! This is not who I am!”

			It is who you are now. It is who you will be. We are one now, and what is done cannot be undone. Having spoken, the Ildatch seemed to hum quietly to itself in his chest, like a contented cat purring.

			Abronja stood, turning his back on the grave. “He still wants me,” he said softly. “My father still loves me. He said so—that he would trade anything to see me again.” He almost withdrew his cloak of magic, but then a plan began to form. If he simply appeared out of nowhere as he was, his father would question where he’d been and what he had done, would ask how he had arrived in Paranor without passing a guard or a magical alarm. He would pull his prodigal son into a warm embrace and feel the book writhing beneath his skin. There were no good answers to the questions he would ask. But with a little bit of work…

			Turning on his heel, Abronja walked the streets of Paranor like a ghost, passing strangers and buildings he’d never seen, heading for the eastern gate. As he navigated the hillside, the great mountain cats somehow sensed him from the shadows, growling deep in their throats, but they did not approach him. The valley below was almost entirely farmland now, and Abronja found a quiet place to wait until darkness had fallen. It took almost no effort to call the biggest horse from the paddock over to the fence and swing up onto the stallion’s back, clutching his flowing mane. There was an echo of Onyx in the horse’s blood that called to him, a certain spirit and shimmer to the ink-black coat.

			Riding bareback, buoyed by his magic, Abronja galloped like the wind. The journey somehow seemed to take only days instead of weeks, and then he stood before the tall, sad walls of Dun Fee Aran. The place was still empty and haunted, unchanged in a hundred and fifty years as it sulked under a night sky littered with clouds as gray and dull as smoke. As soon as he’d dismounted, the stallion fell to his knees and then his side and died of exhaustion where he lay. Curling his fingers, Abronja pulled the horse down into the dirt as if it had never even existed.

			There was a strange symmetry to his path through the ancient fortress and up the spiraling steps to the top of the tower where he’d faced the Spectre Telle. The bed had rotten away to rags, the books long since removed. Considering every angle, Abronja gathered the supplies he would need to stage his own little pantomime, arranging the room just so. With a sense of grave solemnity, he lay down on the cold stone, placing the misericord at his side, and closed his eyes.

			“Father,” he called, reaching all the way to Paranor with his magic. He was careful to make his voice weak and thready and desperate. “Father, help! I am awake!”

		

	
		
			Fifty-One

			It took several weeks for Galaphile to reach Dun Fee Aran. He left immediately and rode alone, as fast as he could safely travel, ponying two more horses. Many years—a hundred and fifty years!—had passed since he had felt such a surge of hope. Abronja’s voice had reached him in his dreams, calling to him, and at last Galaphile knew the truth of his son’s fate. Abronja had nearly died fighting the Spectre Telle, and although he had bested the enemy, he had been left in an enchanted sleep all this time. Only now had he finally regained enough strength to reach out with his magic, and thanks to their close bond, Galaphile had heard his call.

			In the courtyard of Dun Fee Aran, he paused to dismount, shivering as he looked around the sad, gray walls crumbling to obscurity. Tragedy was sunk into the stone, into the earth. Nothing living had passed through the gate in a long, long time. Even the rats and scavengers kept their distance. There was nothing here—

			Except a single beating heart, steadily pounding like a beacon.

			Up and up the circling stairs he went, and then he saw a shape huddled on the floor at the top of the tower. Hurrying across the room, he found a man both familiar and much changed. Abronja’s hair had grown down past his shoulders, as had his full beard and mustache. His face was too thin, his eyes hollowed out but open and, upon seeing Galaphile, flooded with relief and happiness.

			“You came,” Abronja whispered through cracked lips.

			Galaphile helped him sit up and embraced him, burying his face in Abronja’s clammy neck as sobs wracked his body. This was his greatest wish come true, the moment he had hoped for every day of the last hundred and fifty years.

			His boy—his beloved boy—was alive!

			Oh, if only Nirianne could’ve—

			But no. Now was not a time for regrets. Nirianne would want Galaphile to focus on Abronja, on helping their precious son to overcome this affliction.

			“Of course I came,” Galaphile whispered. “I would cross oceans for you, dear boy, I would venture into the deepest caverns, I would walk into the fire. I love you so much, my son, and I have missed you every day. I am so very proud of you. So proud. You are my greatest joy.”

			Abronja hugged him back, shaking in his arms. “I love you, too, and I’m so sorry that I have caused you so much pain.”

			Galaphile pulled away and gazed at his son with eyes full of love and wonder. “Any pain I have suffered is worth it to see you again. Now, what do you need? Can you stand? I brought food and water.”

			Abronja slumped down bonelessly in Galaphile’s arms. “I am not strong enough to stand yet, I don’t think. As we battled, the Telle drained my magic somehow, and it has taken this long just to recover my voice. I cannot find my friends. I don’t know if I—I don’t know what—” He broke off with a sob. “I am so very weak, Father. I have never been so weak.”

			Galaphile put his hands on Abronja’s shoulders and poured his magic and love into his son, spilling into him like an empty cup. Abronja soaked it in with a grateful sigh, and gradually, the hollows under his eyes filled in, and his smile grew more certain, and his arms trembled and flexed as he began to regain the ability to move.

			“That should help a little,” Galaphile said. “Do you think you can stand now? I saw an old wagon in the courtyard that I could fix up to carry you. There are three horses to pull or ride. Or would you prefer to convalesce here for a while? I should’ve brought a healer, but I’ll admit I didn’t think—I heard your voice, and I just ran.” He looked around, noting how dreary and empty and sad the chamber was, dry and empty as an insect’s spent husk.

			“Mother will know just what to do, I bet,” Abronja said, carefully shuffling to his feet while Galaphile stood, arms out, ready to catch him if he faltered.

			Galaphile gasped as realization settled in. “Abronja, I’m so sorry. You don’t know. Time has…your mother…” He shook his head. “There is no good way to tell you this, but I will never lie to you. Over a hundred years have passed. Your beloved mother is no longer with us. But she lived a good life, and she spoke her love for you with her dying words. She never stopped hoping to see you again.”

			Abronja fell roughly to his knees as the realization struck him. “A hundred years? A hundred—no. It can’t be. Mother? Grandfather Varisol? And Ursule? And Krunce and Chelm and Sanitov? All gone?”

			“All gone after long and happy lives of peace,” Galaphile promised him. “It is the natural way. I have never regretted my Elven longevity until I began to watch my friends and loved ones die around me. Perhaps that is why most Elves cling to Arborlon and their own kind—so they are spared, at least partially, the grief of constant loss.”

			“I—this will take a moment to absorb,” Abronja admitted. “I thought perhaps a few weeks had passed, even months, maybe a year. But a century?” He looked around the chamber. “And what of my friends? Evestil and the rest? Did they return home?”

			Galaphile glanced around the room, just now noting the piles of rotten clothing and broken weapons. He shook his head.

			Abronja, too, saw the signs of fallen warriors. “No. No, it cannot be. Everyone—everyone I have ever known—gone—” He broke down sobbing, tears coursing into his dusty beard, and Galaphile fell to his own knees and held his son.

			Truth be told, there were few faces in Paranor these days that Abronja would recognize. Of the original Druid Council, only Lindorn still lived, and he had long ago made a life in Arborlon with Pharilee after returning to Paranor with a herd of horses, a wagon of books, and a memory utterly wiped of his time in the Eastland. Azzir, Ebenoth, Thravia, Haveloc, Cazan, Gedri, Astor—they, too, had lived out their natural lifespans and passed on to the other side.

			“The world has changed around me,” Abronja whispered. “I’ve lost everyone—”

			Galaphile’s arms tightened fiercely. “You have me, and I will be around for a long time yet. The Druid Council is thriving—there are over two dozen Druids of all races. Your chamber remains untouched. Your Elven stallions—Onyx and Topaz? They made it back and sired generations of swift horses. Paranor is still your home, and I am certain you will find your place there, even if it has changed.”

			Abronja sniffed and shook his head, standing. “And everyone there thinks me dead, I assume?”

			“We never gave up hope, your mother and I, but it helped us find closure. You were given a hero’s funeral, and there is a gravestone in the garden for you, along with your mother’s.” He did not mention Ional; that had always been the one topic that caused Abronja undue pain, and Galaphile would not remind him. A hundred and fifty years had gone by; could not the past finally die?

			With a deep breath, Abronja smoothed back his long hair behind his pointed ears and looked a little more like his old self, albeit twenty years older and vastly changed by his long hair and beard, which were now a flowing whitish blond instead of the original honey gold of his father’s blond mixed with his mother’s apricot red. Even Abronja’s eyes had been drained of their color, Galaphile now noticed. They were no longer stormy blue but a clear, bright gray, almost white.

			“And what will I do now?” he asked, sounding lost. “The Spectre Telle is gone, and the world has moved on. What is my purpose?”

			Galaphile gently grasped his shoulders. “Abronja, your life is your own. Only you can decide what you will do with it. You are finally free of expectation and the weight of destiny. Free, do you understand? Whatever you want to do, I will help you find your way.”

			Abronja looked down as if hunting for an answer in the old, gray stone. “Is there a place for me on the Druid Council? Time has passed, but I find I have not changed that much. To me, it has only been a few days. I still want to help you. Help Paranor. Perhaps we are no longer united in ending the Spectre Telle, but true peace is the fight of a lifetime, is it not? That’s what you taught me.”

			Galaphile could hardly contain his pure joy as his hands squeezed his son’s shoulders. “Wherever I am, there will always be a home for you. You are still a Druid, and you will always have your place at my right hand.”

			Nodding, Abronja stepped back and looked his father in the eye, his chin up high. “Father, I wish to stand on my own, not in your shadow. I would like to experience life not as the son of the High Lord, but as myself, a Druid in my own right. Since all the Druids I knew are gone, perhaps I can be introduced as a new recruit, someone with no history or baggage? I don’t wish to seem disrespectful, but I’d like to forge my own path without the expectations of others.”

			“Your own path,” Galaphile repeated. He was stunned by this change in his son—and proud. Rishannon had spoken of Abronja’s hubris, but it appeared that while he’d slept, he’d matured and truly become a man. “Of course. I understand completely, and it is in no way disrespectful.”

			“Did you tell anyone that you were coming to find me? Does anyone else know?” Abronja asked.

			Galaphile shook his head. “I heard your call and left immediately.” He’d left a note for Rishannon, but like Nirianne, she was accustomed to his travel.

			Abronja’s smile was hopeful, almost boyish. “Then let it stay our secret. Abronja died a hero, and I will be a new Druid, named…” He paused, his eyes crinkling up fondly. “Brona.”

		

	
		
			Fifty-Two

			The Druid Council chambers looked much the same, but Abronja now sat far from Galaphile and the ornate, thronelike chair of the Ard Rhys. The tower itself was largely unchanged, but he was surrounded by strangers. Elves, Humans, Trolls, Gnomes, Dwarves. They were curious and welcoming and oddly…tranquil. The First Druid Council had been disjointed, cacophonous, cantankerous, and in no way aligned, but this group of people seemed united and universally dedicated to peace, both in the abstract and the concrete.

			“I’d like everyone to welcome Brona,” Galaphile said, the Elit Druin shining on his chest as he rose and extended his arm toward his son. “He is a talented mage I met in the Eastland. His expertise lies in the magical applications of metal and the elements, but his skills are varied and plentiful. I propose he join the Gnomish subcommittee, as he has experience in their lands and speaks the language.”

			Brona would’ve expected the Gnomish Druids to glare at him belligerently, but instead, the two Gnomes smiled widely and chattered to him in their language, welcoming him. He answered warmly in kind, asking where they were from and expressing his pleasure in meeting them and joining their committee. He had recently learned that Storlock had been recolonized by Astor, the Gnome healer from the First Druid Council, and that the empty city had become a haven for healers. He wondered if the Gnomes he’d stunned in the mountains had found their way home, but there was no way to ask without revealing his true nature.

			The council meeting continued, and Brona studied each new Druid as they took turns reporting on their various studies, subcommittees, delegations, and projects. There was only one real topic of contention, and it was hotly debated. The Druids had divided themselves into two camps: those who specialized in magic and believed that it was the most powerful skill for ensuring peace and prosperity, and a new group that rejected magic and instead pushed for more exploration of the scientific arts. The Spectre Telle’s library had apparently yielded many Old World books on the topics of science and technology, and those Druids who had no magical talent clung stubbornly to an area of study where they could excel and dominate. It was known that science had ended the Old World, steeping the nations and peoples in war, which underlined both the danger of science and the power it promised. Brona knew which side of this argument he would choose and carefully noted which magically gifted Druids might make good allies.

			At last, Galaphile banged his gavel, and the council adjourned. Everyone approached Brona to personally welcome him and wish him well. He smiled, shook hands, bowed his head, and offered the appropriate greetings and thanks in Elvish and Trollish and Gnomish and Dwarvelish. He had studied for this moment and poured his energy and charm into each interaction, certain he would win over this new Druid Council and swiftly rise among their ranks. He would never appear ambitious or overly confident, would perfectly walk the line of competent, willing, and friendly.

			At first.

			But as time went on, he would secretly groom a new cadre of followers, exerting his influence and alienating those who opposed him in ways that could never be traced back to the source, all the while knowing that his true, bonded followers slept in the cavern by the Druids’ Well, waiting to rise and do his bidding. As he’d waited for Galaphile in Dun Fee Aran, the Ildatch had taught him the ways of subtlety and subterfuge, diplomacy and social warfare. As the boy, Abronja, he had spoken brazenly, argued passionately. Back then, he had worn his heart on his sleeve and made his truth known to all. Now, he would keep his chosen friends close and his secrets closer. No one would ever suspect that he was anything other than a loyal and upstanding Druid, dedicated to Paranor and Galaphile’s dream of peace.

			No one would ever know the darkness lurking in their midst.

			Just as he had swallowed the skull pendant and pushed the Ildatch deep inside him as he lay in the tower at Dun Fee Aran so that no one might ever feel its harsh corners under his skin and guess the evil contained therein, so had Brona inserted himself into Galaphile’s world, right into his precious Druid Council, where he could pursue his own goals. In the midst of the Druid Sleep, the Ildatch had shown him the truth—a truth the Spectre Telle had already understood.

			The only real peace was utter subjugation.

			Abronja had learned this lesson the hard way, through loss after loss.

			If Galaphile had only had the heart to destroy the Spectre Telle the moment he was first challenged. If only he had killed his enemy after saving Nirianne from the Telle’s clutches. If only he had hunted the Telle himself, or trained Abronja from his earliest moments to fight with magic. If only he had taken over Arborlon from a weak queen and used Elven magic to aid his power. Most damningly, if only Galaphile had heard Abronja’s plea and joined with his son to hunt their shared enemy, they might have ruled together. Again and again, Galaphile had chosen the weakest, most passive form of peace, and it had cost numerous lives.

			Abronja had chafed against rules that bound his hands, that left him following a lesser man’s orders. He had seen what peace brought to a place like Storlock. He had seen how easily peace might be shattered when cowards yelled loudly enough. Cows might low as much as they wished, but they would always be the prey animals, and it was the farmer who could end those frivolous noises whenever he so chose. The farmer, or the wolf.

			Galaphile was too weak to rule; he would not even claim his proper title.

			He played at peace just like he played at fatherhood or being a partner: clumsily and selfishly, like a spoiled child.

			He was not the leader the New World demanded.

			Brona would bring true peace to the Four Lands, and this time he could not be stopped.

			When only Galaphile and Brona were left in the council chambers, Galaphile approached his son and clapped a warm hand on his shoulder.

			“I’m so glad you’re back,” Galaphile said, his eyes shining with pride and happiness.

			“As am I, Father,” Brona said as the Ildatch purred within him, his hand reaching for the misericord that hung at his side. “As am I.”
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				Shannara – The Four Lands

				This is a detailed, decorative fantasy map showing a large continent divided into four main regions, with mountain ranges, forests, rivers, lakes, plains, and coastal areas carefully drawn. The map is framed by an ornate border and embellished with stylized symbols in the corners, a large sword-shaped cartouche near the center, and a compass rose toward the bottom. Place-names, regional labels, and terrain features are written in a script-style typeface across the landscape.

				The central cartouche is shaped like a vertical sword whose blade points downward. Across the hilt and upper blade is a banner that reads “Shannara” on the top line and “The Four Lands” on the lower line. Small decorative flourishes surround the text. The sword’s tip extends into an area labeled “Streleheim Plains,” roughly in the middle of the map.

				A large compass rose is located in the lower-left quadrant, above the label “Southland.” It is star-shaped with four main points and smaller intermediate points. The letters “N,” “E,” “S,” and “W” mark north, east, south, and west. This compass rose is significant because it orients the entire map; north is at the top, south at the bottom, west to the left, and east to the right.

				The map is enclosed by a thick border with repeating decorative patterns. In each corner is a circular emblem containing stylized letters or runes. The top-right emblem overlaps the border of a region labeled “Tiderace.” The bottom-right emblem has the word “Blando” written just outside it along the border. The bottom-left emblem sits near the label “Blue Divide,” and the top-left emblem is near “Hare Flats.”

				Westland

				Along the far left side, the vertical label “Westland” runs from near the top to near the bottom. Between this label and the Blue Divide are steep, closely packed mountain icons indicating a rugged coastal range. Near the top-left, above the mountains, is a flat area labeled “Hare Flats,” as wells as another area filled with spiky growths labeled “The Fangs.” Slightly to the right of this, near the upper-left interior, is a label “Breakline Mountains” marking a large mountain cluster.

				Within the Westland region notable labeled features include:

				
						
						To the right of Breakline Mountains, at the top border is an area of plains labeled “Kershalt Territory” and below them are the “Kensrowe Mts.” At the base of these mountains is a castle labeled “Welkrin Run.”

						

						
						Further below the mountains is “Sarandanon Valley.” To the right of the valley is a forest area and two castle icons labeled “Aberlon” and “Emberen.”

						

						
						Farther south, near “Rock Spur Mountains” which are along the coast, is “Innsbore Lake,” which runs into “Rill Song River.”

						

						
						Continuing south, a castle icon is labeled “Pykon.” A river labeled “Mermidon River” appears to run west through the castle.

						

						
						Below the castle and to the left are more mountains, labeled “Whistle Ridge” and an area containing a small isolated group of mountains labeled “The Hollows.” Below The Hollows are the “Irrybis Mts.”

						

						
						Near the lower-left interior, a town or city icon is labeled “Bakrabru,” situated between mountains and the plains to the east. To the right of Bakrabru is a small lake labeled “Myrian Lake.”

						

						
						The sea labeled “Blue Divide” forms the western boundary in the bottom left corner of the map.

						

				

				Northland

				Across the top center, the word “Northland” spans the upper portion of the map. The northern terrain is heavily mountainous, with peaks stretching from the left-center to the right edge. Near the top-right border, the label “Tiderace” runs vertically, marking the northeastern land.

				Notable labeled features include:

				
						
						Below the “Northland” label are mountains labeled “Razor Mountains” and to the right of the mountains is a lake labeled “The Lazareen.” Above lake is an area labeled “Taypo Rough.”  Below the lake is a gray circular area labeled “Malg Swamp.” Below and to the left of the swamp area are two small mountain ranges that form a circle, labeled “Skull Mt.” and “Knife Edge Mt.” To the left of the Skull and Knife Edge Mountains is a lake labeled “Dark Swallow Lake,” which has a river running to the right from it labeled “River Lethe.”

						

						
						To the right of these is a large mountain range that seems to be unlabeled running down from the top of the map to nearly the center. To the right of this mountain range is a castle labeled “Rampling Steep.” The mountain range continues down to a “U”-shaped range of mountains labeled “Dragon's Teeth,”  which surround a castle labeled “Paranor”  and a small group of tents labeled “Starns’s Camp.”

						

						
						To the right of the Dragon's Teeth are three labeled areas “Hall of Kings,” “Valley of Shale,” and “Hadeshorn.” Below the Dragon's Teeth is an area labeled “Kennen Pass.”

						

				

				The bottom of the map is dominated by the label “Southland,” written in large script below the compass rose. Above this label, in the central-southern interior, is a region labeled “Grasslands of the Tirfing,” depicted as open terrain with sparse vegetation. Other notable labeled features include:

				
						
						Below the Grasslands is a forest area labeled “Duln Forests,” which surround a castle labeled “Shady Vale.”

						

						
						Below and to the right of Duln Forests is a large plateau area is labeled “Plateau,” with a flat, elevated outline.

						

						
						Above the plateau is a hilly area labeled “Prekkendorran Heights.” and another area above that labeled “Lowlands Clete,” which borders a small round forest.

						

						
						Above the small forest is a gray circular area labeled “Mist Marsh.”

						

						
						Above and to the left of the marsh is a lake with a rainbow arching over it labeled “Rainbow Lake.” Above this lake is a castle labeled “Tyrsis.” At the bottom end of the rainbow are a a small group of mountains and a castle icon labeled “Leah.” A river labeled “Silver River” runs to the right from the lake. Below the river are two small groups of mountains with the label “Battlemound Lowlands” between them.

						

				

				Eastland

				The right side of the map shows a mix of mountains, forests, and coastal areas. Notable labeled features include:

				
						
						Below the label “Tiderace” is an area labeled “Bone Hollow.”

						

						
						Below Bone Hollow running vertically down near the left border of the map is three very close group of mountains, all labeled "Ravenshorn Mountains." At bottom end of these first two  mountain groups is a lake labeled “Cillidellan” and below that is another smaller group of mountains labeled “Ravenshorn Mts.”

						

						
						To the right of the middle group of Ravenshorn Mountains there is a an icon that resembles a tower with the label “Heven’s Well”   a bit further down two castles labeled “Graymak” and “Dun Fee Aran.”

						

						
						Between the Ravenshorn Mountains and another smaller range of mountains labeled “Wolfsktaag Mts.“ there a large vertical forest area divided two-thirds of the way down by Silver River. This forest contains a number of labeled areas, including from the top of the forest to its bottom: “Upper Anar,” “Chard Rush,” a small pond labeled “Grimpond,” “Darklin Reach,” “Rooker Line,” “Anar Forest,” a castle labeled “Culhaven,” “The Wedge,” another castle labeled “Capaal” and “Culhaven,” and “Lower Anar.”

						

						
						To the right of Wolfsktaag Mts. is a castle labeled “Storlock.” Continuing to the right is large plains area labeled “Rabb Plains” and then mountains labeled “Mountains of the Runne.”

						

				

				Back to image in Map.
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