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Prologue



Cold rain fell like a barrage of arrows, threatening to drown what little survived amongst the Boulevard’s charred remains. 

The Queen that the slums had been named for was long gone, but even she couldn’t have restored what had been taken from this place. 

Though it had been over a week, the rubble still smoldered. It was a testament to the power at Adrien’s disposal, and the damage his airship could deal.

Adrien’s eyes fixed on the destruction before they meticulously scanned the whole but empty city streets surrounding the Boulevard. The commoners, any who had lived through the Chancellor’s onslaught, had deserted Arcadia with the wizard and his Witch Bitch. And although the success of his airship should have made him feel triumphant, Adrien felt nothing but rage.

They had stolen from him, but victory would soon be his.

Doyle, Adrien’s assistant, cleared his throat from the open door of the Academy tower. “Sir, it’s time.”

Adrien stood for another moment, as if he hadn’t heard the man, and then finally turned, his long, blood-red robe flowing around him. The Medallion of the Chancellor, reserved for ceremonial occasions, hung around his neck.

“They’re all assembled?” 

Swallowing hard, Doyle nodded. “Yes, sir. All that remain. Fewer than I expected.”

The rebellion had claimed lives. His soldiers had been killed in the streets, along with the Prophet and his disciples. But the Academy had seen its share of casualties too, mostly by way of recruitment. 

It appeared that a small number of his flock thought Adrien’s actions had been too extreme. They fled with the rabble. Their punishment would be even more severe.

Without another word, the two men proceeded out of the tower toward the great hall.

As they entered the auditorium, Doyle spoke. “Your forces, sir, those who remain faithful? They are more committed than ever. If anything, that pitiful rebellion culled the weak and spineless. All true Arcadians continue to stand at your service.”

They had better, Adrien thought, or I’ll flay them alive.

“Thank you, Doyle,” was all he said. He handed the assistant his notes and turned toward the stage. He had considered his words for days, and could recite the speech by heart. Pushing through a set of double doors, he stepped out onto the broad platform lit from overhead by magitech spotlights. 

The crowd rose to their feet and applauded their leader.

Doyle was right about the size—he could see the empty rows in the back of the auditorium. They had taken some losses, but the looks of commitment on the faces of all in the room inspired more confidence than could have been expected. Power surged through Adrien’s body; electricity tingled the surface of his skin. The remaining faculty stood on the stage, prepared to follow wherever he might lead.

Eyeing the empty seats, he finally smiled at Nikola and August and gave them a reassuring nod. They would be compensated well for their loyalty, or at least for their intelligence in choosing the winning side.

Raising his hands, Adrien smiled broadly. “Thank you. Thank you so much. Now, please sit.”

For the first time ever, his devoted denied his command. They remained standing, and the applause grew louder.

Although he seldom succumbed to emotion, Adrien’s throat constricted. He was overwhelmed by their commitment. They recognized his power for what it was. Nodding, he said again, “Thank you. Now sit! There is no time for fanfare.”

The crowd faded to silence and sat, the faculty followed suit.

“You all know of the cowardly attack against us. The fake Founder and his student from the Boulevard infiltrated these very halls.” Heads nodded in response. “It was an attack none of us could have expected. I had always hoped that Arcadia would stand in the light of peace all her days. But peace is not easy to maintain when there are others lurking in the shadows who covet what you have. Who want to destroy you.”

The audience shifted in their seats. His words inspired them as much as they filled them with fear.

“Your loyalty to Arcadia and to me is truly touching. You are my faithful, and I will never forget the faces that are here tonight. But let us also not forget the faces of the others. The ones committed to our vision for a beautiful city, whose bodies are cooling in their graves. Magicians, Guards, and disciples alike bled for the sake of our vision, which was big enough to command their last breath. It is now time to hunt down the bastards who destroyed our city. It is time to make them pay.”

The crowd leapt to their feet, and a steady roar engulfed the room.

Adrien smiled and nodded. He let them cheer, and shouted over the clamor. “Each and every one of you will be key to our victory. Faculty, it’s time to leave behind your books and your offices. Students, consider this your official graduation.”

He paused, and let the frenzy grow.

“School is out, boys and girls. It is time to go to war!”




















CHAPTER ONE




Heavy rain fell against the old glass windows, waking Hannah from her already restless slumber. 

Shooting up in her bed, her mind swam with images from her dream, or rather, her nightmare. It had been the same every night for a week. 

The airship hovered over the Boulevard, raining down hellfire on the place she had once called home. She stood helplessly on a hill overlooking the city as she watched her people die.

Body covered in cold sweat, she had to remind herself, as she had each day before, that the dream had really happened, although most of her people had escaped. But that didn’t stop her from reliving it each night; a bitter memory that haunted her.

Throwing her legs over the side of the bed, she looked down at Sal, who was still happily snoring on the floor beside her. The dragon was now nearly as long as the bed and weighed twice as much. 

Despite his size, he had more room here in the tower than he had in the mansion, although he spent a good deal of time stretching his wings outside. There was no longer any reason for him to hide. 

She got up and paced across the room. It was the same one she had occupied when she and Ezekiel lived there before, not even a year ago. Those months felt like they had occurred in a different lifetime. Unlike previously, the room was no longer hers alone. Two other beds lined the walls, but they were empty and made up with blankets pulled tight. 

Julianne and Amelia were already gone, as they were every morning. Their diligence in leading the tower filled with Arcadian rebels was inspiring, but Hannah needed her rest. Parts of her body still ached from her fight against Alexandra in the factory. 

Pulling on her mended white shirt and leather corset, she was pleased to feel a little bit more like the girl from the Boulevard. Too many days had been spent masquerading as Deborah, the proper noblewoman, and she was glad to be Hannah once again. Of all the things that died that night, Hannah was glad that Deborah was one of them. 

“Come on, you lug. Get up,” she called to Sal.

The dragon lay motionless save for his steady breathing. He opened one eye, saw Hannah standing over him, and then closed it again quickly.

She couldn’t help but laugh, and gave him a little kick to the ribs. “I know you’re awake. Now, get your lazy ass up. Let’s go find some food.”

At the mention of breakfast, the dragon hopped to all fours and beat Hannah to the door. He sat, his enormous tail swiping back and forth while his eyes stayed on his master.

“You need to get control of that thing,” she said, pointing at his long meaty tail with its barbed end. “Gonna freaking kill someone with it if you’re not careful.”

Sal rubbed his head against her leg. Reaching down, Hannah gave him a scratch under the chin. “Good things today, Sal. It’s time to start planning the revolution.”

****

Hannah and Sal walked the long corridor toward the great hall, which had been arranged as an enormous gathering place. The tower was already buzzing with life, and people tripped over themselves to get out of the way of the girl and her dragon.

In all, nearly two hundred Arcadians had fled the city the night the Boulevard burned. Parker and Julianne had led them to their new home in the woods. While the majority were people from the Boulevard, there were certainly middle-class folks, largely business owners from the market, and a few dozen nobles mixed in as well.

Over that first week, the new community had spent their hours getting acquainted with each other and healing from the shock of Adrien’s violence. Many had taken part in the melee on the streets of Queen’s Boulevard, and more than a few had come to the tower with a significant injury. The refugees now filled the once-abandoned tower almost to the breaking point.

Ezekiel had told her the building was originally called a skyscraper, and although there were only eight floors remaining, she could imagine it reaching into the heavens in the days before the Age of Madness. Before the old world came to an end. 

Some of the rooms were being used for planning and training, but most, including the ones where Ezekiel had worked with Hannah, had been converted into dormitories. A small group of carpenters were working around the clock, hammering together makeshift beds to accommodate the people.

Everyone had a gift, and they all would be tapped before too long.

Sal curled up under a table that had been built for him. It had become their normal spot at mealtime. As Hannah joined the line to get food, she glanced back at the dragon and smiled. Sal’d have to become a better hunter if he kept growing. The rations that Eleanor, Maddie, and the others had saved from the city were quickly dwindling, and soon eyes would turn to the gentle dragon for meat. Hannah would die before Sal became steaks.

A gruff voice in the line ahead interrupted her meanderings about Sal’s culinary potential. “Dammit, you can’t just cut in like that. Go to the end like everybody else.”

The man raising his voice had a harsh face to match his tone. The object of his ire was a nobleman a few inches shorter and half as wide.

Face turning red, the nobleman raised his hands in defense. “No, no. I was here. Just had to see to my wife for a second, she’s not well.”

“Here? You were here? I sure as shit didn’t see you here. How about you?” The man nodded to another resident of the tower. “Did you see this tight-ass nobleman in line right there?”

The third party turned away from the disagreement, trying his best to stay out of trouble.

“Shit,” the gruff man said. “Just get to the end of the line.”

“How dare you speak to me like that? I’m sure you’re used to barking like a dog in the streets, but I deserve some bloody respect, you bastard.”

Hannah scanned the room, looking for her friends. None of them were there. She left the line and approached the men. “Cool it.” Turning from the nobleman to the man from the Boulevard, she said, “Who cares who was here first? There’s enough food for us all.”

The gruff man spun to face Hannah. “The hell there is. Can’t be much of anything left, but I’ll be damned if I let some prick from the Quarter eat while I starve. And who the hell are you, thinking you can tell me anything about anything?”

A tiny smile spread across Hannah’s face. Naturally, she thought everyone in the tower knew exactly who she was: Hannah from the Boulevard, the Witch Bitch who saved them all from their misery under the thumb of Adrien the Dickweed. But it seemed like this man needed a lesson.

The man looked at Hannah, then back at the noble. “She belong to you?”

In silence, the noble looked at his feet.

“Scheisse, I’ll tell you who she is,” a deep, gravelly voice said. “That’s Hannah, the one that saved yer pathetic, ungrateful ass from being fried like a pork chop. So ye better start respectin’ her.”

Hannah and the man both spun to see Karl, the rearick, standing with his war hammer resting on his shoulder.

“But if ya have a problem with that, ya little twat, we could step outside and straighten it out, if ya like,” Karl snorted, looking up at the man.

The man’s eyes cut back to Hannah. “You’re…her?” he stammered.

“In the flesh and blood,” Hannah said with a grin.

His lip trembled, and he looked at the rearick’s hammer. “Shit. I’m so—”

Hannah held up a hand. “Listen. The tower’s getting tight these days. Go get your food and cool off.”

The man dipped his head.

“But give any more shit to anyone, and I’ll introduce you to my dragon.” She gestured at Sal and watched the man’s face freeze. “Understand?”

He nodded, but his eyes were cast down.

“Good.” She smiled. “We’re all in this together. Things are getting tough, and they’ll only get tougher. If we start tearing each other to shreds, that bastard back home has already won.”

The man turned back to the line and tried to pretend nothing had happened.

“Thanks,” Hannah whispered to Karl.

“Just another boar I saved ya from, lass. Now let’s get our grub and have a seat!” 

With their plates half as full as they should have been, Hannah and Karl made their way to the table in the corner of the great room where Sal had taken up residence. 

Hannah propped her feet up on her beast and looked around the room. For the first few days after the victory, people had been alive with the rush of winning, but that energy had faded quickly. They had begun to reconsider their decision to follow the magician and her crew out to the tower.

Even some of the folk from the Boulevard grumbled. “Why did you lead us out of Arcadia? Life was better there.”

She knew that was a lie. She knew they had already forgotten the taste of Adrien’s oppression. And she knew that they would need to eat and train if they were going to take back the city.

Eleanor sat across from them with her own sparse bit of food. She stared at it for a moment, sending a prayer of gratitude to the Matriarch and the Patriarch. She finally looked at Karl and Hannah, smiled, and stabbed one of her few cubes of potatoes with her fork. 

As the one assigned to provisions and rationing, Eleanor had taken it upon herself to eat less than anyone else. It was a job Hannah did not envy, but she knew the older woman was up to the task.

“People are getting restless,” the rearick said, as if he were reading Hannah’s mind. “I’ve seen it before. If we don’t get them moving, and soon, they’ll start turning on each other. Hell, they’ll turn on us.”

Hannah nodded. “You’re right about that. Saw a little glimpse of the future with those jagoffs in line. What do you have in mind?”

Karl snorted. “Simple. They’re supposed to be a damned army, right? Time we started treating ‘em like one. Set ‘em to training. Focus their eyes on kicking ass and getting home, and they’ll forget their empty bellies. Make discipline their food, and victory their only hope.”

Eleanor looked up from her plate, which was nearly empty. “I didn’t know you were a poet, Karl, and a bad one at that. You can’t build an army without food. People from the Boulevard know hunger, but it can only go so far. With winter still upon us, there’s precious little to forage in the woods. These people had little to begin with, and what they managed to carry with them has already been consumed. If everyone keeps eating like you,” she said, eyeing Hannah’s mostly empty plate, “we won’t last the week.”

A loud thump grabbed their attention. Hannah turned to find Parker with a slanted grin on his face, standing over an enormous boar with its throat sliced open. “Ask and you shall receive, Mother.”

Hannah’s eyes smiled at her best friend. “Not bad for a petty thief from the Boulevard. How’d you manage that?”

Grabbing a mysterious piece of meat from Hannah’s plate, Parker popped it into his mouth. “You see, Hannah, when a man has his back against the wall, and the people he loves are in need, the primitive hunter in him emerges, and he does whatever he has to do for the sake of those he loves. We needed food. I brought back food."

Hannah looked from the boar to Parker and back. She rolled her eyes. "So, in other words, you took some experienced hunters into the woods?"

Parker flushed. "If you want to put it that way, yeah."

Hannah and her friends laughed. "Well, you just do whatever you have to do to keep food on the table, and we will call you man all you like."

Eleanor gave her son a kiss, then looked disgustedly at the boar. “I don’t care what you call yourself, sweetie, just get this filthy thing off the table. Maybe you can find some experienced butchers to help you clean your kill.”

Parker picked up the boar again and followed his mom out of the dining room. Hannah shook her head, then glanced around the room. Eleanor was right; this lot was no army. But they were the only army Hannah had. 

“I think you’re right, Karl. I’ll try and figure out our food situation, but do you think you could teach this group to fight?”

Karl nodded grimly. “Aye. I’m done underestimating Arcadians. Yer all thieves and drunks and gluttons, but I’ll turn yer people into killers quick enough.”

Hannah smiled. Ready or not, she knew they’d all be doing a fair amount of killing before long. Either that, or they’d be dying. 

****

At the top of the stairwell, Hannah came to a door to the outside world. She went through, and the winter wind pressed against her face. 

It was always nice to get outside of the tower because the air inside got stale quickly with all the Arcadians who were packed in. She paced across the roof, which itself had been a room at one time, and found Ezekiel, Hadley, and Julianne sitting cross-legged with their eyes closed. Despite all that was going on, Ezekiel still wanted her to train daily. 

One of her assignments was to work on her mental magic. Although she had successfully kept up the disguise of a noblewoman for days, she had few abilities beyond that. She slid in next to her teacher, crossed her legs, and closed her eyes.

Without looking at her, Ezekiel said, "Nice of you to finally join us."

Hannah shrugged, unfazed by his implied criticism. "Sorry. I was taking care of…"

Ezekiel turned his head and opened his eyes. They were bright red, since the power welled within him during meditation. "I understand. Everything has changed, and people here will be looking to you for more than you're used to. To most of them, you are the redeemer. The liberator they have been waiting for."

Ezekiel closed his eyes again, and it was clear that he expected her to do the same. She relented, closed her eyes, and tried to clear her mind. But all she could think of was the other young man on the roof with them. An image of Hadley, tall and strong, floated into her mind.

Nice to see you too, he joked telepathically.

She could feel her face turn warm as the mystic intercepted her thoughts. Trying to find something clever to respond, Hannah came up empty. You mind? I'm trying to focus here.

She tried to ignore his mental chuckles.

Were you down with your boyfriend? Hadley thought. I thought your time as a noblewoman might have given you more refined tastes.

Hannah couldn't help but smile. Things were too crazy for her to consider a relationship with anyone, but it seemed that Hadley had enough time on his hands to imagine all sorts of things. Is that jealousy I’m reading in your mind? I thought you two hit it off in Arcadia.

Opening an eye, she glanced at Hadley. He grinned at her and shrugged.

We do make good partners, but I don't think I’m his type, he thought, and lapsed back into silence.

She settled into her morning meditation practice. Minutes turned into an hour before she knew it. The sound of flapping wings broke her focus. Looking up, she watched Sal circle overhead, flying with sweeping strokes of his long, broad wings. 

It was hard to believe that a little under a year ago he was a common newt scurrying around the streets of Arcadia. 

“I’ve seen into the minds of women and men, but I’ve never seen anything like that,” Julianne said, staring at the dragon. “Sal defies even my imagination.”

Hannah watched as he dived out of sight. He rose again a moment later with a raccoon’s tail sticking out of his mouth. 

Apparently he had been getting better at hunting after all. 

As he swallowed his prey, Hannah could see that he was overjoyed at his success. He flew in a circle like a kid who had just received a present. 

Hannah laughed, “Yeah, some noble creature he is. I’m sure those ass-maggots in the city are just quaking in their boots at the thought of Sal, the mighty raccoon killer.”

Julianne shook her head. “He’s the product of powerful magic. They, and you, would be foolish to underestimate Sal’s strength. And what the hell is an ass-maggot? That doesn’t make any sense.”

Hannah only shrugged as Sal flew off again. “It doesn’t need to make sense. It only needs to show my disdain.”

“That it does,” Ezekiel remarked. “That it does. And soon enough, you can show them your disdain in person.”

Hannah smiled. “I think I’ll take some time to meditate on that.”




















CHAPTER TWO




While all the rooms above ground level were filled with the Arcadians who had escaped Adrien’s tyranny, the tower had underground floors, too. 

Most were useless, having succumbed to years of leaking water and collapsing walls, but Gregory was undeterred. He claimed a room in the back corner of the tower’s basement as a new workshop.

He had spent the first week cleaning out the space, and was now ready to get to work. 

He’d placed the few tools he’d been able to scavenge from the basement onto a workbench he’d made from an old door and gray blocks. Most were worn and rusted, but they would have to do until he could figure out a way to get his own from Arcadia; if they were still there, that is.

Gregory turned over a large wooden box and a dozen magitech cuffs tumbled onto the bench. When Karl freed the factory workers from their captivity, he had possessed no key to remove the shackles, so the rearick had disabled the force shield before they exited instead, since it would have shocked the shackled prisoners.

Escape from the factory and their battle in the Boulevard would have been easier without their hands bound by the metal restraints. The positive side of the whole thing was that once everyone retreated to the tower, Gregory had used the tool he had stolen in the factory to liberate the men, leaving him with a large supply of raw material.

Three of the sets he had already dismantled. The young engineer lost himself in exploring the devices, trying to find a way to use them to the rebellion’s advantage. They needed all the help they could get.

“Looking good,” a voice said behind him.

Gregory dropped the cuffs and spun. Ever since his father betrayed him and he was strapped to the core of the weapon, he had been a bit jumpy. “Shit. Parker, I didn’t hear you come down.”

Parker grinned. “Of course not. I’m the master of all things stealth.” He pointed to the bench. “Whatcha working on?”

Raising a few bits of the magitech cuffs, he said, “Trying to figure out how exactly these things work. I think we could use them to fight. I’m just not sure how yet.”

Parker rubbed his wrists, which had been marked by his own pair of the magical bracelets. “Damn things pack a punch.” He raised the magitech spear Gregory had made for him. “Speaking of all things magitech, this thing seems to be getting a little glitchy. Would you take a look at it?”

The engineer grabbed the spear and turned it over, inspecting its length. He was proud of the weapon, it being the first serious piece of magitech he had built, and even more pleased that it was a gift for Parker. “What’s wrong with it?” he asked without looking up from the staff.

“Not sure. I was out practicing, and it kind of just stopped having much power.”

Gregory finally looked up. “So let me get this straight. You’re telling me you don’t have much power in your staff?” He grinned like a thirteen-year-old.

“Ass. You’ve been hanging out with Hannah way too much. Wish you would have made me a knife or a hammer.”

Gregory laughed. “If you think you wouldn’t have gotten jokes about you playing with your hammer, you don’t know Hannah as well as I thought you did.”

Grabbing the end, he gritted his teeth and twisted, opening the spear’s magitech core. He nodded at a light at the end of the workbench. “Bring that over here.”

Parker complied and watched as Gregory’s fingers manipulated the intricate insides of the device. The young man was always down on himself and his role on the team, but watching him work showed Parker just how good he was with tech and how important he would be to their movement. They just had to make sure they used him well.

He looked up and handed the spear to Parker. “Good as new. You won’t be shooting blanks anymore.”

Parker laughed. “Yeah. Way too much time with Hannah.” Nodding to the doorway to the staircase, he said, “Speaking of which, you better not work too long down here. We’ve got a meeting.”

Gregory looked around. “Aw, crap. Is it that time already? I need to build some way to keep track of time down here. Without windows…”

“Hell, if it can be done, I imagine you can do it. Now, let’s go. Best not to keep our lady waiting.” 

****

While nearly all the rooms above the basement floor had been converted into living quarters for the new community, Ezekiel had reserved the room in the southwest corner of the top floor for them.

Karl had found a way to plug up the holes in the windows and walls, and Amelia hung a ball of warm light in the center of the room near the ceiling. Her eyes were coal-black as she used her magic, but she was skilled enough to cast the spell and pay attention at the same time. Despite the cool winds blowing outside, she kept their gathering space nice and toasty.

Hannah smiled as she saw Parker and Gregory enter together, laughing. They were the last to arrive and fell quiet as the rest of the group stared at them. Gregory’s face turned pink, and he quickly found his seat. 

All the original members of the rebellion were there, plus one extra. Marcus, the Capitol Guard who had saved Julianne, was seated at the table as well. Although some gave him sideways glances, Ezekiel and Julianne trusted him. That was enough for Hannah. 

She figured they weren’t in any position to turn down help. 

She looked around at her friends. Their faces were gaunt from the short rations and late nights, but it was clear that a fire burned in all of them. The flames that destroyed the Boulevard now burned in their bellies, fueling them to take the city back. They just had no idea how to begin.

“I’ll start,” Eleanor finally said. “We have enough food in the tower for another two days, maybe three. No one considered this when we fled. Parker brought me a boar, but when you have a hundred mouths, even a fat pig isn’t going to provide enough bacon.”

The group stared at her without response. They all knew it was bad. Maddie chimed in, “It’s not just the food. Our provisions are dwindling. Half the refugees who ran were hardly dressed for winter in the Boulevard, let alone in the wilderness. The cold has been forcing people to stay inside, and they’re getting restless.”

Karl snorted. “Let me put some damn weapons in their hands. It’ll keep ‘em warm and make ‘em shut the hell up! Last thing we need is a bunch of whiny brats squatting indoors, like that shithead who mouthed off to Hannah this morning. Me ma used to say, ‘Idle hands make one an asshat.’ Gotta get ‘em working and moving. Teach ‘em to fight, for mercy’s sake.”

Maddie flushed as she talked back to the rearick. “No disrespect, Karl, but they’re not warriors. They’re not even all healthy adults. We have children, the wounded, and the elderly among us. We have to care for them as well.” She paused and looked around the table. 

All eyes were on her, which made her even less comfortable as she went on. “Listen, those people down there...a lot of them are like me. Whether from the Boulevard or the Quarter, they’ve joined you because of Adrien and his cruelty. They’ve realized that the Capitol’s brutality will only get worse.”

“And?” the rearick asked impatiently.

“They had their reasons to come here,” she answered. “But they will need a reason to stay. They have to know that we see them as something more than just bodies to bear arms.”

Hannah sat forward, drawing the attention of her team. “Maddie’s right. Food, clothing, shelter. Those need to be the priority. At this rate, Adrien is winning just by doing nothing, but it doesn’t mean we can’t do more than just provide basics. Karl’s correct that those who are willing and able to fight need to be trained. But we can’t rely on their strength alone. We should go to nearby farms and villages. Word of Adrien’s douchery has certainly spread beyond Arcadia’s walls and—”

“Doesn’t mean they would support us,” Amelia interrupted. “People on the outskirts of town rely on Arcadia. Even with the high tariffs they pay, they couldn’t survive without trading with the city. Why the hell would they side with us?”

“I’m not sure. But it’s worth asking.”

Gregory cleared his throat. “I agree about the food and shelter and clothing. Really, I do. But none of that will mean anything when Adrien advances on this place with his airship.” He paused and cocked his head. “I mean, I hardly believe he hasn’t come yet. If it were me…well, this tower would be a charred ruin, just like the Boulevard. Whatever is delaying him, it won’t for long. We need to prepare.”

Ezekiel leaned forward, his eyes sparkling as he listened to the engineer. “What are you thinking, Gregory?”

“We’ll never outnumber them,” he started, pushing a hand through his kinky hair. “Julianne already told us how quickly the Guard was growing. With the airship and the rest of the magitech they have at their disposal, there’s no way we’re going to out-weapon them. But…”

“Yes?” Ezekiel said, pushing him on.

“But, we can outsmart them. The Capitol Guard are used to the close quarters of the Arcadian streets, or at best, hunting down small groups of the remnant in the lowlands” He nodded out the window. “We have this place: the woods, the hills, the damned tower itself. Use the terrain to our advantage, force them to fight on our terms, and we might just take one leg out from under their stool.”

Karl smiled. “Scheisse! I like the way the kid thinks. Now we’re talking.”

Hannah shook her head. “Terrain won’t mean shit once they launch their airship again. Got anything in that superbrain of yours to help with that?”

Gregory blushed, but pressed on. “Maybe. I’ve been tinkering with an idea for a weapon of our own. It’s going to take some time, but I think it might just level the playing field a little bit.”

“Stay on it,” Ezekiel said. “I trust no one more than you to figure out a way to fight Adrien’s metal beast. Regarding terrain, I have a few of my own ideas on how to turn the place to our advantage.”

The faces looked at the wizard questioningly, but they had all learned that he would give details when the time was right, and there was no use trying to press him until that moment.

“I hear what Gregory is saying,” Marcus stepped in. “It’s true that magitech rifles work best with open sight lines, something the thicker parts of the forest would hinder a little. But I’ve also been in the Guard since I was no more than a boy. While I am clueless about that airship, I do know about the Guard. Smarts or no smarts, training or no training, weapons win wars.”

Karl looked at the Guard and narrowed his eyes. “Fine assessment, but all we’ve got is a forest full of sticks that ain’t much fatter than our men. I agree with ya—our lack of arms will certainly be our downfall.”

Marcus glanced at Julianne, and she gave him a slight nod. “Right. Well, let’s change that. I know where all the Capitol’s magitech is stored and how to access it. Also know the schedule of the patrols, as long as they haven’t changed much. With an able group of volunteers, I can lead a raid on their armory. Swipe a bunch of magitech, and we might be able to turn the tide.”

Everyone in the group watched Marcus, weighing his words. They were silent. Challenging his involvement would be like challenging the Master Mystic herself.

Karl looked around the table and snorted. “I damn well better say what all ye arses are thinking.”

Marcus grinned, prepared for what was coming. “What’s that?”

Shaking his head, the rearick said, “I wouldn’t trust ya to fight off the remnant, even if they had a knife to me nuts. Ye’ve been with her.” Karl nodded to Julianne. “That’s just fine. And it’s hard to mindfuck a mindnut, I get it. But if ya think we’re sending a group of our best into the dragon’s den with ye leading the way, yer out of yer damned mind. Ye were working for them just a week ago. How do we know ya aren’t still? Ya might go straight to Adrien and tell ‘im our plans.”

Julianne, normally calm as a summer’s breeze, stood, pushing the chair out behind her. “Watch your words, rearick. Have you no sense of loyalty? No sense of trust? Your time with the other miners has made your heart harder than the gems you pull from the Heights.”

Shifting to respond, Karl instinctively reached for his hammer.

“I’ll go with him,” Parker interjected, drawing all eyes to him. “If Julianne and Ezekiel trust him, I trust him. You might know the Guard, Marcus, but I know the streets better than anyone. I can get you inside and where you need to go. But be sure I’ll keep my eyes on you the whole time.”

“Me, too,” Hadley added. “All three of my eyes.”

The room went silent again as Marcus looked at them.

“Fair enough, kid,” Marcus said with a grin, before turning to Karl. “I don’t know you, and you don’t know me. But we have the same purpose here, which is protecting the people of Arcadia. I’ve been fighting to do that my whole life.”

Karl stared at him for what felt like an eternity before breaking into a laugh. “Screw it. We could use the guns. And ya might be an experienced fighter, but Parker here will skewer ya with ‘is spear and roast ya over a fire if ye betray us. I’ve seen ‘im do it before. At least then we’ll solve our food problem too.”

Marcus smiled and raised his hands in mock surrender. “I’m willing to contribute to the cause, but I draw the line at being eaten. I’ll stay on the straight and narrow.”

Amelia cleared her throat, and with it, the tension in the room. “Not everyone is made for fists and swords. There are some nobles among us, and most of them will have had training at the academy.” She glanced at Karl. “Before anyone mentions the possibility that they, too, are plants from the mighty Adrien, I’ll be the first to admit that they could be. Hell, any of the folks who have joined us could be spies or saboteurs, and we’d never know. But we cannot waste resources, and most of the nobles here have been trained, at least to some extent, in the arts of physical magic. We need to use whatever they know for our cause.”

“Good point,” Hannah affirmed. “You want them?”

Amelia laughed. “Probably more need than want. But yes, I can take them. Like most nobles, those sons of bitches probably only learned enough to make it in the high-class world. It was a flaw in Adrien’s design from the beginning. He only taught those who had all they wanted. But now? Now there is a reason for them to learn more. I’ll set up classes, see how much they know, and start lessons back up.”

“School’s back in session, bitches!” Hannah said with a grin.

“That’s right.” Amelia smiled back. “And hopefully we have some scholars-in-waiting here. Who knows what potential we have in the building, but even if I only have a week or two, I can get them up to speed on the most basic defensive moves, at least.”

“What about the others?” Hannah asked. “The non-nobles. Surely Adrien’s restriction doesn’t apply here.”

Amelia looked like she was going to spit. “Absolutely not. But I don’t know if we have enough time to seek out and train those who’ve never tried to unlock their potential. But the Unlawfuls… I bet they’d know enough to learn how to fight. Anyone who’s been practicing undercover, in their basements and the back alleys of the Boulevard, send them my way. We’ll see how they do once they’ve got a real teacher to help them. Then, after this is all over, we’ll start looking for anyone else with untapped potential. But for now, they’d serve better in other non-magical ways.”

The group nodded their affirmation.

Ezekiel stood. “It’s settled then. Karl will lead the training of the able-bodied men and women. Teach them how to fight as dirty as they can.”

“All I know is dirty,” Karl offered with a sneer.

“Parker and Marcus will take Hadley and a small team to infiltrate the city walls.” He glanced at the three young men sitting at the other end of the table. “Be careful. Arcadia has never been on this level of high alert. Trust no one. Take no unnecessary risks.”

“Me? Take risks? Never!” Parker joked with a wink. “And I think I know just the volunteers for this sort of thing.”

Ezekiel turned toward Amelia. “You will take the nobles and anyone else we can find with an aptitude for the arts. Nothing tricky. Take the simplest forms and make them so damn good at them that you yourself would be tentative to fight them.”

“And me?” Julianne asked.

“Your job is subtle, but maybe the most important.”

She raised a brow.

“Move among the people and use your arts to raise morale. Right now, discouragement is their only food, despair their drink. Use the arts of the mystics. Make them strong and brave. Help them remember their love for Arcadia. Remind them that it is worth living for, worth dying for. Eleanor, you can help here as well. Do what you can with the rations, and find some folks to try their hand at hunting or laying traps.”

Maddie raised her hand tentatively. “What about me?”

Ezekiel smiled. “You’re going to be our envoy. Head to the nearest farms and villages. I can’t imagine anyone with half a heart denying your requests for aid. But Hannah, you should go with her for protection, in case you run across anyone who lacks even that much heart.”

Turning to the young engineer, he went on. “Gregory, you’re coming with me.”

The boy’s eyes widened as he turned to look at the older man. “No shit?”

There was a snort from down the table. “I don’t deal in shit, son. We’re going to see if we can wrestle up some new allies,” Ezekiel replied, his eyes glimmering. “The people I have in mind could help you with your defenses.”

He scanned the table and regarded the way the lines in their faces had deepened even after only a few months of knowing most of them. “Take care out there, every one of you. Your gifts are key to the work that lies ahead. Arcadia won’t be liberated without each of you. And may the Matriarch and Patriarch guide your steps.”

They all stood, as inspired as if Julianne had tweaked their brains. Ezekiel had helped them remember why they were there and what they were fighting for.

As the group moved toward the door, Ezekiel reached out and grabbed Hannah’s shoulder.

“You,” Ezekiel requested, “stay behind. We need to talk.”




















CHAPTER THREE




The room grew quiet as the rest of the team shuffled out. Hannah took her seat and waited for Ezekiel’s attention. Finally, they were alone.

“We never came here,” Hannah said, her eyes scanning the place.

“There are a lot of places in the tower we didn’t go. Most of them weren’t needed. But now—now, we need more room.” Ezekiel laughed and shook his head. “Funny how it happens. Didn’t imagine we’d be back here, not like this.”

“It seems like it was a lifetime ago that you first brought me here, Zeke. It‘s like I was a different person then.”

His eyes sparkled in the light from the windows. “Hannah, you were. You have come so far. Grown so much. And given everything. The girl I watched heal her brother in the marketplace and transform a common newt is no more. Sure, there are traces of her deep inside you. But you are like a mighty oak at this point. Then you were just a sapling, growing its first few rings. Now look at you!”

Ezekiel pulled out his chair and sat. Placing a hand on her shoulder, he asked, “But how are you really doing?”

She nodded. “Good. Well, as much as can be expected, anyway. I wish Adrien’s head was rotting on a spike at the city gate, but a girl can only ask for so much.” She tried to form a smile, but she couldn’t push it through her words. 

The man who had killed her family and destroyed the Boulevard was still out there, and she was thirsty for his blood.

“I know,” Ezekiel agreed. He dropped his hand. “That time will come. And when it does, you will be ready. But right now, there is something more important. I’m taking Gregory, and we will be away for a while. I don’t know how long, but I think I can find some people to help us. While I am away, you will have to make this place your own. You will lead them.”

Her response was emphatic and quick. “Me? Hell, no.”

He grinned. “Hell, yes. You were made for this, and it is time for you to embrace your calling. To accept the challenge.”

“But Amelia…Karl…Julianne! They are real leaders, not me.”

Ezekiel stood and took up his staff from the floor. “They have experience, that is true. But they don’t have what you have.”

“And what is that?”

“The people.” The corner of his mouth curled as he tucked his robe into his belt. “They might not all know it, but they are here because of you. They’ve followed you. All their lives they’ve been waiting for a savior. What they don’t realize yet is that you are the one who has been sent. You will help them free themselves from their bondage.”

Hannah smirked. “Not sure if I’m comfortable with you talking about bondage, Zeke, or the Queen Bitch for that matter. But I will do what I can. Making this bunch of asshats into an army is a tall order. I’ll start by making sure they don’t tear each other’s heads off.”

Ezekiel reached out and gripped her arm. His eyes burned with the passion of decades of strife. “Now is not the time for screwing around, Hannah. I need to know that you are up for the task at hand. If our mission in Arcadia taught you anything, I pray it was the seriousness of our cause.”

Hannah swallowed hard. “I know better than most how serious our cause is.”

“Good,” Ezekiel responded. “The odds are against us, but if we do everything right, we might just be able to tilt the scales in our favor. Understand?”

Hannah only nodded.

“Good,” Ezekiel said again, then turned and left Hannah sitting alone in the room.

****

Parker placed his arms around Hadley and Marcus’ necks as they finished walking down the tower’s long stairway. “Gents, if we’re going to pull off this heist, then we’d better do it soon.”

“Soon?” Marcus asked with a grin, keeping pace with him. “We should have done it six days ago when the Capitol was still tripping over their own dicks. I have no idea what Adrien is doing right now, but you can bet your sweet ass that the Capitol Guard is on double shifts getting ready for just about anything from us. Magicians are quirky, but the military is predictable. They have the shit we need on lockdown. Mark my words.”

Mulling over Marcus’ information in his mind, Parker continued to walk in silence. In his life, he relied upon human nature. By nature, most humans didn’t notice shit unless they were trained to. His marks in the market square and even the disciples were humans in their most true sense. Ready and even willing to be deceived. 

But the Guard was something totally different. 

They had their humanity trained out of them. Parker wasn’t on a mission to pickpocket some gold from the pants of an unsuspecting tourist. He was preparing to go against a trained fighting force on high alert for the Witch Bitch and her crew.

“Well,” Parker finally said, “I’ve always loved a good challenge. If they have it on lockdown, then we just need to unlock it. Piece of cake.”

Marcus laughed. “I don’t doubt it for a second, Parker the Pitiable.” He paused in the corridor, and Hadley and Parker paused with him. “But we need to make a choice.” Crouching on the stone floor, he started to draw imaginary boxes on the ground. “There are several different weapons stashes that I know of.” He pointed at two imaginary spots. “These are smaller stores, but I guarantee they won’t be as well guarded.” He drew a bigger box far off to the side of the others. “This one is the motherlode. And it’ll be staffed by some badass Guards. At least, it was the last time I was there.”

Nodding, Parker replied, “Then the choice is made. If that one has the best shit, that’s the one we hit.”

Hadley grinned. “I knew you were going to say that.”

“Well, you are a mind reader, right?” Marcus responded.

“True. And you’ll be happy to have my mystic abilities once we’re inside the wall. My magic can give us a bit of cover and maybe some intel. But it can’t carry weapons. We’re gonna need more hands.”

“No problem.” Parker grinned. “A dangerous mission into enemy territory... I know just the folks. They’re some of the bravest people I’ve ever met.”

“Good,” Marcus said. “There’s nothing like fighting with good men at your back.”

Parker laughed, and it echoed down the hallway. “Who said anything about men?”

****

Hannah and Amelia walked around the exterior of the tower. People had made their way outside by late morning and were trying to find some use for their idle hands. Hannah was concerned. She knew they had to give the people a purpose, and fast. But patience was still a virtue.

I’m screwed without Ezekiel here, she thought.

“No, you’re not,” Amelia answered the thoughts inside of Hannah’s head.

“Son of a bitch! I thought you were a physical user.”

Amelia laughed. “When I was young, I picked up on magic fast. Faster than most of the kids around me. It just kept coming and coming. As far as we know, I was the youngest to be taken into the Academy as a student. Adrien himself proctored my enrollment exam. Said I showed great potential.”

“He wanted to control you,” Hannah replied.

Amelia nodded. “It was a pretty terrible existence. At least, I thought so back then. Three years younger than any of the other assholes in the academy. Can’t say I really fit in.”

“I know the feeling. That’s how you became Dean so young?”

“Sure.” Amelia grinned. “I guess so. But more likely it was Adrien getting power over me. If you bathe people in accolades and promotions, they’ll follow you forever. At least, that’s what men like him think. Anyway, my best ability is learning, and learning fast. That’s a gift I never gave up. Plus, Julianne is one hell of a teacher. She’s been showing me the basics, and if you have the gift, the basics aren’t that hard. But you know that, don’t you?”

Sure do, Hannah agreed in Amelia’s head.

The Dean laughed. “You’re a freak of nature, aren’t you?”

“Who the hell are you calling freak?” Hannah asked with a faint smile.

“No, really. I mean, there was something that Ezekiel saw. Something different than anyone else. It was potential he hadn’t seen before. He has a job in mind for you.”

“Like ripping Adrien’s asshole out through his throat? Yeah, I think he does.”

Amelia stopped and looked deep into Hannah’s eyes. “No. Something else. Something bigger. Don’t be fooled. If saving Arcadia were Ezekiel’s end game, he would have taken the path of least resistance. Something big is happening here. I don’t know what it is, but that wily old man has a long game, and you’re a key part of it.”

Hannah grew silent as she wondered what the hell Amelia was talking about. For a second she thought about asking, but decided to wait. The Dean was much like Ezekiel, not prone to speak until the moment was right.

They walked side by side until they approached a group of Arcadians huddled in a mass outside of the large doors of the tower. The women paused and watched the group do not much of anything at all.

“So,” Hannah finally asked, “your job is to find folks who can do magic. How the hell do you do that? Do we just ask for a show of hands?”

“That might work, actually. But at the school, we could usually sense if someone had potential way before they did anything. It was something in their eyes.”

She looked at the crowd of common folk, then back at Hannah “One thing we know is that magic is inside everyone. Whatever enables it runs through everyone’s blood. I keep asking Ezekiel how this happened, and he promises to tell me, just not yet. But it’s there, and I trust him. That threw me off at first. I spent my life learning that magic had to be restricted, that it was only for the best of us. When I was young, I was glad to hear it. The restriction made me stand out from everyone else.”

Hannah’s stomach churned as she remembered the day not so long before when the Hunters cornered her in the alleyway off the market. “But you don’t think that anymore.”

“Hard to, now.” Amelia shrugged. “I’ve seen too much. Learned too much from Ezekiel.”

Hannah nodded toward the mass. “So, how do we know?”

“What? Who has magic?”

“Yeah, I guess,” Hannah replied.

“You still don’t get it, do you?”

Hannah stared back without an answer.

“They all do. We all do. Our job isn’t to find out which ones have it. That would be foolish, like asking which fish can swim. Our job is to find the ones able to use it, the ones ready to explore power and possibility. Like Ezekiel did with you.”

Hannah shook her head a little. “Ezekiel has told me about this before, but it doesn’t make sense. If they all have it, why don’t we have a million Unlawfuls walking around and blowing shit up? They should have been kicking noble ass years ago.”

“Why didn’t you use it?” Amelia asked with a grin. “Magic was in you all along, dying to emerge. But the story you’d heard since your birth denied that. It was for the select few. The nobles. If we told our kids from birth that they couldn’t walk, what do you think would happen? Or to put it a better way, if we told them from day one that they could fly, what do you think they’d be capable of?”

Hannah stared, ignoring the question. They both knew the answer.

“In the same way,” Amelia continued, “our people—your people, the ones in the Boulevard— believed it was impossible for them to wield magic because they’d been told they couldn’t all their lives. And the few brave enough to try were punished, often killed on sight. But now we need to change that.”

As the women talked, people continued to exit the tower and find their places in groups on the grass. Most of them simply stood around talking while kids played nearby. Despite the horror they had all just emerged from, Hannah could see the joy they were feeling just from being in nature. She had felt the same way when she first arrived at the tower.

“Back to my question,” Hannah finally said. “If it’s in all of them, what the hell are we doing trying to pick people out? There are enough people here to do some damage.”

Amelia laughed. “Like I said in the meeting, if I had months, I could probably train any of them. Well, almost any of them. But we have a time crunch. My hope is that we might be able to inspire those with their powers already emerging to step up and join the fight. Problem is, they’ve been beaten down for too long. They’ve come to believe the world works a certain way. It was a damn lie, but they believed it all the same.

“The nobles, on the other hand, have been told all their lives that they were special, that they had powers. We need to figure out how to get our people to believe a new story, a better story, and then the magic users among them will step forward. I just don’t know how to tell it.”

As she spoke, the doors to the tower opened and Karl came out, a large group at his back. Hannah turned to Amelia. “Karl’s going to start the hand-to-hand training. I better go with him, just in case. But meet me in the main hall tonight after dinner. I think I have an idea who might be able to help us tell this better story.”

****

The would-be army stood shivering in the early morning sun. Most of them were the men who had been enslaved in the factory. 

Their bodies, still emaciated from their time in captivity, stood erect as the rearick paced in front of their line with his mighty war hammer on his shoulder. Gaunt eyes watched the short, stocky warrior as he looked at every one of them. 

Hannah stood in place behind Karl, watching him in action.

“Ya ain’t much to look at now,” Karl grinned, “but ya sure as hell brought the shitstorm down on them Capitol Guards. I was proud of ya, and ye should be proud of yerselves.”

The men, fifty strong with a few stout women mixed into the group, nodded. Life in the Boulevard had made them tough. Their survival had made them proud.

“Damn straight,” a particularly bold man said. “Each of us could kill a hundred of those rat bastards, easy.”

The others laughed, enjoying his brazen remarks.

Karl walked toward the man and looked up at him. “What’s yer name, soldier?”

“MacIntyre. People call me Mac.” With the rearick nearly stepping on his toes, his face turned to granite, eyes focused ahead.

“All right, Mac. Let me tell you something. That big victory of yers was something to behold. I won’t shit ya about that. But it was a frenzy. Piss and vinegar rushed through yer veins. Ya surprised them sons of bitches and were so filled with rage, I imagine ye could have taken a spear through the brain and yer body would have just kept fighting. It was a good fight, but that don’t make ye a fighter.”

The man’s eye twitched. Karl stared, daring him to talk back.

“No, sir. You’re right about that.”

Karl smiled. “Good. Yer smart. Either ya know yer limits, or that ya damn well better lie to me face to cover yer arse. I like ye, Mac. Gonna like ya even more by the time I make ya into a half-grade soldier.”

“Half?” Mac asked.

“Yeah. Only got time for half right now.” Karl’s eyes narrowed. “But keep yer body warm and above ground, and I’ll fill out the other half in time. Ye can bet yer cock and balls on that.”

The men laughed, and the women smiled along. Through years of travel and negotiating with friends and foe alike, Karl had developed a charm uncharacteristic of his fellow rearick. His ragtag group of soldiers already loved him. In a few days’ time, they’d be willing to die for him.

“All right, ya bastards.” His eyes cut to a woman throwing him a scowl. He nodded. “Pardon me. I’ll try again. All right, ya bitches and bastards—”

A short woman in the front snorted. “No need to make an exception for me, rearick. I’m as much of a bastard as any of these men. And most of them are more of a bitch.”

Karl smiled as Hannah nearly doubled over in laughter. “All right, bastards it is. Grab yer weapons.”

Everyone squatted and grabbed a makeshift practice sword, fashioned from the limbs of an old fallen oak. They awkwardly held them in front of their bodies.

“Now, take yer weapon in both hands and hold it over yer head.”

The group looked at each other, until finally Mac raised his with both hands as far as his arms would reach. Others followed suit.

“Good. Just like that until I say ya can put ‘em down.” Karl walked back to Hannah and stood quietly next to his friend.

After a few minutes, faces twisted in discomfort and arms started to tremble. Only the strongest of the men and women stood strong in front of their new commander. 

One by one, each eventually lowered their arms, except for Mac and another man who was built like an ox. Finally, Mac too was worn and lowered his, leaving only one man standing.

“Nice work,” Karl said as he approached him.

The man’s brow furrowed, which caused the long scar down the side of his face to dance. “This is bullshit. If I wanted to play with my log, I would have done it in my room with a warm towel.”

“Is that right?” Karl grinned. “Well, being a fighter is more than just having a big stick to wave around. Come face to face with the trained men from the Guard, and you’ll feel like a little boy playing with his twig.”

“Not likely,” the man said, starting to grimace. “I’ve seen action.”

“Aye, lad. Ye already told me. With yer warm towel. Drop yer damn hands.”

The man complied, shaking out his shoulders while keeping his eyes on Karl.

“Let’s see what ya can really do with yer log then, shall we?” Karl asked with a wink. The man’s eyes cut to the war hammer on the rearick’s shoulder. Karl laughed. “Not me. Don’t think ya’d last a minute. Ye’ll be fightin’ her.” Karl nodded toward Hannah.

All eyes turned toward her. If they hadn’t seen her in action, they had certainly heard stories of the Bitch from the Boulevard by now. Her powers had become legend among her old neighbors.

The big man’s lower lip twitched. “Not a chance. Can’t fight magic with a damned length of wood.”

Karl nodded. “Aye. It’ll be a fair fight.” Looking over his shoulder, he said to Hannah, “No magic. Just the strength of arm and mind.”

Hannah extended her right arm parallel with the ground. Her eyes flashed red, and a branch nearly as long as the one the man from the Boulevard held shot from the ground into her hand. “My pleasure.”

Karl smiled and looked at the man. “What’s yer name, big guy?”

“Vinny.”

“All right, Vinny,” Karl said, a little louder than a whisper, “get ready to have yer ass handed to ya. It’s going to hurt. Mostly yer pride.”

The rearick stepped aside, and Vinny gripped his staff hard enough to turn his knuckles white. Eyes locked on the girl from the Boulevard, he advanced as she playfully spun her staff in the air.

Letting out a battle cry, he rushed her, swiping his makeshift sword down from overhead. Hannah defended with a flick of her own weapon, then stepped to the side and let the man’s momentum carry him. She spun and gave him a light tap on the ass. It was a move she had seen Parker use in the Pit.

“I like your spirit. But from what you said, I thought you’d know how to handle that stick. Guess you’re not used to having a woman around when you do.”

The crowd laughed, and Hannah gave them a slight nod. Though embarrassed, Vinny couldn’t help but grin. “Give me a chance, and I’ll show you what my staff can do.”

She gave him a wave. “Right here waiting, baby. Come to momma.”

The man rushed again and faked a swing from overhead. He stopped short, ducked a shoulder and tried to hit Hannah low in the body, but she saw it coming. She sidestepped him again. This time she used her branch to ring his head like a bell. 

Faking a yawn, she remarked to the crowd, “Afraid I’m going to bed tonight dissatisfied.”

They laughed, and this time Vinny got up with a sneer on his face. “I’ll show you—”

Before he could finish, Hannah dropped to a crouch and spun her staff at the back of the brute’s legs. He dropped like a sack of flour at her feet. Placing a knee on his chest, Hannah swung her staff to his throat, resting it against his jugular.

“I think we’re done here.”

Standing over him, Hannah reached a hand down. Grinning, the man took her small hand in his and let her pull him to his feet. “You're good!” he exclaimed.

Hannah pointed toward Karl. “Learned it all from him, so you damned well better pay attention. We have one enemy, and he isn’t here. Adrien is back in his tower at the Academy making a plan even now to finish us.” She scanned the other men and women. “We must come together, or he’ll do it. You have to learn to fight. There will be blood. The question is, at the end of the battle, which side will shed more?” 

A few people nodded in response, and she heard a cheer from the back. She remembered Ezekiel’s words about being a leader, and she decided to get some practice.

“This isn’t some bar brawl we’re training for, but a revolution. When the sun sets on our war, who will stand victorious in Arcadia? Do your part, and it might just be us! Go soft, and you might as well wish you’d never been freed from that factory. Now, show’s over. Get to work.”

Hannah dropped her stick, gave Karl one last smile, and walked off toward the tower. She could feel every eye on her.

“Ye heard the lady!” Karl yelled. “Pick up yer sticks. We’ve got some pricks to kill, and I mean to teach ya how to do it.”

****

Parker stood over his bed, taking a mental inventory of the gear spread out on the threadbare blanket. They were packing light for the run to Arcadia. If they hit trouble and had to hole up for the night, he could always find sustenance. 

Life in the Boulevard had taught him that making ends meet wasn’t hard for anybody willing to hustle, and he’d been hustling his whole damned life.

“Don’t forget to pack a big set of balls. You’re going to need them.” A voice interrupted Parker from the open door behind him.

Knowing that voice, Parker grinned. He turned to see Hannah leaning against the doorjamb. “I never leave home without ‘em, darling. Don’t you worry about it.”

“That’s what you all say until it’s time to…fight,” she quipped, then her face became serious. “But really, Parker, be careful. You can’t just waltz unseen into Arcadia like we used to do when we were a couple of stupid pickpocketing kids in the market. Everything’s different now. They’re going to be on high alert for anything outside of the ordinary. And you are definitely out of the ordinary!”

Parker looked down at himself and smoothed his tunic. “Me? Just another asshat from the Quarter.” 

Hannah raised a brow. “You definitely are not from the Quarter. I should know; I spent weeks playing that part. And with all your street preaching, you’re more recognizable than I am.”

“I know. Popular guy.” He shifted and started to pack his things into his leather satchel. Without looking over his shoulder, he said, “I don’t trust that sonofabitch Marcus one bit. I’m with our rearick friend on that one. I’m just glad your boyfriend’s going with me—”

Hannah let out a snort and a laugh and covered her mouth with her long fingers. “My boyfriend? The way you two have been chumming around, I was starting to think he was your boyfriend.”

“Now, now,” a voice broke in from the hall as Hadley entered the room. “No need to fight, my lovelies, there is enough man right here for the both of you.” The mystic struck a pose and ran a hand across his chest, making his friends break into laughter.

“You couldn’t handle her, mindnut,” Parker said. “We about ready to go?”

Hadley’s face went stern. “Yeah. Us and everyone else. Gregory and Ezekiel are about to set off, too.”

“Where the hell are they going?” Parker asked.

Hadley shrugged. “No idea. I don’t even think Gregory knows. You know how the old man is. And I’ll be damned if I could get inside his greying head for a second.”

Hannah stepped back so she could look at both the men at once. Her heart skipped a beat. She hated the fact that they were going out on such a dangerous mission together. She had no idea what she would do if something happened to them both. “Seriously, guys. No horseshit out there. We need you. I need you. Stay on high alert. Get the weapons and get out.”

Parker threw his bag over his shoulder and pulled Hannah into a hug. “Don’t worry,” he whispered into her ear. “We’ll be fine.”

She flushed and pulled away. “I know. And make sure Hadley has his.”

The mystic’s brow furrowed. “My what?”

“Your balls,” Hannah said with a grin as she left the men to go off on their mission.




















CHAPTER FOUR




Gregory had grown up with more money than most of the people in tower would ever see in a lifetime. 

For his family, going on a trip had always involved massive trunks packed full of everything they would need and much they wouldn’t. His mother wouldn’t leave Arcadia without three horse-drawn carriages and enough hired hands to make life beyond the walls as convenient as her world within the Quarter.

In his new world, packing for a trip meant stuffing a bedroll borrowed from Parker into the old leather satchel he’d grabbed from a disciple bleeding out on the streets of Arcadia.

The journey made him nervous, but it wasn’t the traveling or even sleeping outdoors in the woods, although he had never done that. It was the thought of being alone with Ezekiel, the Founder, for days that made him sweat.

It wasn’t that Gregory didn’t like the wizard. On the contrary, he admired him perhaps a bit too much. Just being around Ezekiel for a minute made him nervous enough to trip over his words and sweat like a horse. 

Ezekiel was nothing like the legends he had heard all his life, but Gregory couldn’t help but view him as godlike. 

Shouldering the bag, Gregory took one last look around the room he shared with Parker and Hadley and turned for the door. He nearly jumped out of his skin when he opened it and found Hannah standing in the doorway, fist raised to knock. Her face was covered in dirt and dried sweat from training with Karl and his people.

“Pretty good timing, hmmm?” Hannah said with a smile. She looked at his bag. “You about ready for your little trip with Ezekiel?”

Gregory pushed his hand through his dark hair and shrugged. “I don’t think I’ll ever be ready for anything with Ezekiel.”

Laughing, Hannah nodded. “I know what you mean. Ezekiel and I, we started right here. Those first days in the tower, I didn’t know what to make of him. He’d healed my brother all right, and then the guy took me out here for meditation and tea. Let’s just say those first few days I slept with one eye open. After I relaxed, I was still a little intimidated by him. You know, after I saw how much he could do.”

“Is this supposed to be a pep talk?”

Hannah shrugged. “I never was very good at pep talks. This is just a normal talk.” She reached up and placed a hand on his shoulder. “You should be proud. He could’ve asked almost anybody to go with him, but for some reason he asked you. He thinks pretty highly of you and what you’re able to do. He knows what he’s doing; damn guy almost never makes mistakes. Well, except for that whole training Adrien thing.”

Gregory was silent for a moment, and then said, “I hope that was his first and last mistake. Who knows what he was really doing for the last forty years? Maybe after this, we’ll have to overthrow old students of his all over Irth.”

“Maybe. But whatever secret trip he has you going on now, you’ll be fine. Zeke will keep you safe. Just make sure he doesn’t do that thing where he…” Hannah grew silent for a moment, then finally said, “Oh, never mind.”

“What thing?” Gregory cried.

Hannah’s deadpan face broke into laughter. “I’m screwing with you, Gregory. Zeke’s a funny dude. But he’s the best I’ve ever met. Make the most of it.”

Gregory forced a smile. “Will do.” He started to move past her through the door, and then stopped. “Hannah, here’s a little pep talk for you. Don’t go easy on those nobles. They’re part of our team now, and life’s been easy on them for too long. I know; I was there not too long ago. You need to give them a good kick in the ass, just like you did with me.”

“Always like kicking some noble ass. Especially yours,” she told him as she pulled Gregory into a hug. “Be safe out there,” she whispered into his ear, “or I’ll kick your ass all over again.”

****

With a towel over her arm and her only other set of clothes slung over her back, Hannah made her way to the far end of the tower’s first floor. 

During their first week there, Gregory had worked with some of the other men and women from the Noble Quarter to rig up a magical bathing system for the people. It was a luxury the nobles couldn’t do without. At first she complained about the wasted resources, but everyone, even Karl, seemed happy to take advantage of it.

Because their days were long, Hannah seldom visited the bathhouse. She usually went there during the dinner hour, which almost guaranteed the place would be empty. 

Placing her things on a wooden bench by the door, she stripped and stepped behind a curtain. She turned a lever and watched the water flow from a pipe sticking out of the wall. She hated the shower, mostly because she hated being cold, but a long session of fighting in the dirt with Karl and his men meant that a good washing was necessary.

She danced on the tile floor until her feet started to warm and steam filled the room. As she shoved her hand into the water, she felt its warmth sting her cuts, but the pain wasn’t as bad as the pleasure was good. Muscles loosened as the hot water poured over her hand.

Gregory, you’re a beautiful man, she thought as she stepped into water heated by some sort of magitech hidden behind the walls.

She washed, then basked in the heat of the water until it started to turn cold as the power stored in the amphoralds waned. Hannah got out of the shower and the chill of the air woke her up as she pulled on her clean clothes. She crinkled her nose as she looked at the old ones. 

If Gregory could come up with a machine that would sanitize them, she might just worship the guy.

Grabbing her things, she pushed through the door and down the hall toward her room. She nodded to a few of the community who were setting the tables in the dining room for their meal. They responded with waves and smiles. Though some didn’t realize who she was, most did, and they treated her like a celebrity.

Just as she was about to step into her room, a foreign sound hit her from the end of the hall.

Laughter.

Stranger still, it was children’s laughter. Life was hard in the Boulevard, and now, in the tower, the difficulty only increased. The out-of-place laughter drew her past her door and toward the end of the corridor.

It grew louder as she advanced, pouring out from behind a door that was slightly ajar. Closing one eye, she peeked through and saw something that made a smile form on her own lips. Kids from the Boulevard, nearly a dozen of them, danced around the room, laughing and pointing.

At her pet dragon.

Three kids who couldn’t have been more than eight years old sat between the spines on Sal’s back. They all held on for dear life as Sal danced around the room, spun in circles, and finally jumped, levitating just enough by flapping his wings to hold them above the floor. The whole crowd of them squealed in delight, none louder than Sal himself.

Hannah walked through the door as Sal fluttered to the ground. He spun one more time and then tilted his body to the right, rolling the kids off his back, down his wing, and safely onto the floor. They all laughed hysterically as the dragon crouched to wait for the next group to come and take the ride.

“About time you did something useful around here!” Hannah called across the room to her pet.

Sal jerked his head in her direction and ran to meet his master. Hannah gave him a scratch under the chin, and he leaned in for more.

The kids in the room stood silently and stared at the beast, longing for him to return to them.

“I don’t think your job here is done yet, you lazy bastard,” Hannah whispered to her dragon.

“Hannah,” Maddie, who was standing in a back corner of the room, warned, “language around the children.”

She couldn’t help but laugh. Hannah knew that Maddie was a noblewoman. She’d been raised differently than Hannah, differently than all the children in the room. “That was proper language. These kids, they’ve heard those words since they were in the womb. We don’t have much time for social graces in the Boulevard.”

She watched Sal go back and play some more with the children, and she looked at each of them, trying to remember them playing in the streets. 

It was hard to imagine that any of these children knew their homes were now gone and this time in the tower was more than their first-ever vacation away from Queen’s Boulevard.

As Sal loaded up the children for the next dragon ride around the room, Maddie paced over to stand next to Hannah. She smiled as she watched the kids enjoy themselves. “I hope it’s all right. They freaking love him. Sal just wandered in and, out of nowhere, started messing around.”

“Looks like he loves them, too. I’m sure old Sal there is going to think he’s the King of the Tower before too long.” Hannah smiled, watching her creature do laps around the room. “What are you doing in here, anyway?”

“School. I guess that’s what you’d call it. I mean, everyone’s pretty busy doing all sorts of things around here. I wanted to make myself useful, so I got them together. Just thought I might start teaching them something.”

Hannah felt her face flush. The noble girl didn’t know it, but having something as simple as school meant more to the Boulevardians than she could ever imagine. 

Hannah remembered playing with her brother before they were old enough to hustle on the streets. Sometimes they set up their bedroom like what they would imagine a schoolhouse looked like. It was the closest thing they had to being there.

She nodded. “That’s so nice of you.”

Maddie turned red. “It’s… It’s nothing, really. I mean, compared to what you and the others do, it’s just so meaningless. I wish I had more to give.”

Hannah nodded toward the group of kids playing with the dragon. With a smile on her face, she announced to Maddie, “That’s our future right there. I might be able to take back Arcadia with fireballs and a hammer-swinging rearick, but what you’re doing with them is going to build our future. Never downplay that.”

“Thanks,” Maddie said, looking at her shoes.

“And anyway,” Hannah continued, “you do have more to give. Zeke handed us that sensitive diplomatic mission, remember? I’ve been chatting with Karl, since he knows this area better than anyone. The nearest farms are only a couple hours’ walk from here. We could check it out tomorrow.”

“OK,” Maddie agreed, “but are you sure you want me to go? I don’t want to get in the way.”

“Are you shitting me?” Hannah asked. “You’re the one doing all the heavy lifting! I’ll keep you safe, but you need to talk some sense into these people. If it were just me, I’d probably end up torching their asses. Not a great way to bring in allies.”

Maddie smiled. “Fair enough. We talk to them first. And if they turn us down, then we light a fire under their asses.”

“Language!” Hannah cautioned as she clucked her tongue. 

Both girls started laughing even louder than the children. 




















CHAPTER FIVE




Parker, Hadley, and Marcus walked mostly in silence toward Arcadia. 

Night had fallen, and every snap of every twig under their boots seemed to echo through the darkness. Parker knew it was only his imagination. He was glad to have Hadley by his side. No matter how much shit he gave the mystic, he knew that the man was a gifted comrade, loyal to the death. 

Parker wasn’t sure what bound the mystic community so tightly together, but they understood the importance of family who had nothing to do with blood. He could only imagine that it was the amount of time they spent in each other’s minds.

His head swiveled and he looked at Marcus’ silhouette, which was lit by the full moon. Ezekiel had cleared Marcus to go with them, and Parker had come to trust the Founder more than he had trusted anybody for a long time, except for Hannah. Nevertheless, he was still mildly on edge about the man joining the mission.

After all, if Marcus was dirty, Parker would be the one paying the price for it. He subconsciously started to rub the scars around his wrists. 

Maybe he would have never thought of it, but once Karl spoke up about his own misgivings during the meeting, it had all started to make sense. Trust wouldn’t come easily during the revolution, and as far as he was concerned, Marcus had done little to earn it. 

But Julianne trusted him, and from what little Parker knew of her, she wasn’t someone who was easily fooled. That had to count for something.

Glancing over his shoulder, Parker could see his crew, a small group of women of various ages who had rallied to his side during the Battle for the Boulevard, walking close behind. They were fierce, unafraid, and unrelentingly committed to fighting for their families. Now they were following Parker into an even crazier situation, but they seemed content with him as their leader. A few months earlier, such a situation would have seemed unlikely, if not downright impossible. But here they were, marching with him toward the city that was once their home—and would be again. 

As they came over a rise, they could see the outline of the city in the moonlight.

“Peaceful night,” Marcus said.

“It’s like the city’s asleep,” Hadley added. “Or dead.”

“He’s gotta be expecting something, right?” Parker asked, scanning the edges of the woods for any movement. 

Marcus laughed. “Adrien? Hard to say. He’s one cocky sonofabitch. It’s possible he thinks we’re long gone. Probably expected us to hole up in the Heights, or turn tail and run for the North, toward Cella or beyond. His hubris might be to our advantage.”

Parker watched his face as he spoke, looking for deceit, but there was nothing. Lying and cheating had filled Parker’s coin bag for most of his life, and he knew a liar when he saw one. Either Marcus was telling the truth, or he was really good at prevarication. If a trap awaited them in Arcadia, they wouldn’t stand a chance.

“Don’t be so sure,” Parker said, trying to push him. “A guy doesn’t become the tyrant of an entire city by having his head shoved firmly up his ass.”

Marcus laughed and looked at Parker. “Don’t get me wrong, I’m going in with my guard up. But I’m just saying that Adrien thinks he’s won, or at least that it’s going to take us much longer to regroup and figure out a plan. My bet’s on them never expecting something as bold as this. Hell, I can’t even believe we’re doing this.”

Parker kept his eyes forward. “This was your plan, after all, and it’s a bloody big gamble. You’d better be right, because we’re not just playing with our own chips anymore.”

“What the hell is that supposed to mean?”

Parker nodded over his shoulder. “It means we have ten of the finest women from the Boulevard walking with us into the belly of the beast, on your intel. It’s not just our own lives we’re playing with. That’s what I mean.”

They walked in silence for another five minutes before Marcus spoke again. “You’re smart.”

“What’s that?” Parker asked.

“Not to trust me. Makes you smart. Wrong, but smart. And I know I can’t convince you to trust me. That’s not how it works. I’ve seen enough to know that trust takes time, which we don’t have. But I’ve also seen trust formed in the heat of battle. It’s hard to hide who you are when death is on the line. My hope is that we won’t be put in that situation tonight. But either way, tomorrow will be a new day for you and me.” He let the silence hang between them for a minute, then spoke again. “Anyway, I’m pretty sure Mind-boy over there has been trying to walk around inside my skull all night. So what do you think, Hadley?”

“Clean as far as I can tell. But I’ve done this long enough to know that someone with skills can keep me in the dark. So, yeah, jury’s still out.”

Marcus’s grin grew. “Another smart one. With minds like yours, this should be a piece of cake.”

****

Parker and his party came to a halt close enough to see the blue glow of the magitech lights held by the Guards at the gate, but far enough away not to be noticed. 

Parker took a knee, and everyone else followed suit. Pointing to the east corner, he explained that they would find the drainage pipes just beyond there. If they didn’t mind crawling in the muck, they could make their way to the armory almost completely underground, at least if what Marcus was saying was true.

“Follow me. Stay low and try to keep quiet.”

Everyone nodded, and Parker could see the looks of fear and trepidation on the faces of the women behind him by the light of the moon. Desperation had driven them into battle in the Boulevard that day. Grit had made them victorious. 

Now, they had the disadvantage of having time to think about exactly what they were walking into.

Parker stood, and they all did the same. “I know you’re afraid. Hell, I’m afraid, too. None of you need to follow me any farther.” He pointed at the wall. “But behind that stack of rocks is my town. Our town. And I’m not going to let them take it. If the revolution is going to be successful, we need weapons. The only way we can get those is if we succeed tonight. And if I fail, I fail. But I’ll go out knowing that I died for Arcadia and the Matriarch.”

Parker turned and started toward the corner of the wall. He could feel them all walking just a few paces behind, and he couldn’t help but feel the weight of Irth on his shoulders.

****

Hannah and Julianne stood in the doorway, watching a group of men, women, and children sitting idly around, just burning time together.

“It’s going to need to be all-hands-on-deck to take back Arcadia,” Hannah said.

The mystic smiled. “Indeed. All people need is motivation. A narrative that is greater than the one they have always known.”

A mischievous smile crept across Hannah’s face. “Know any good stories?”

“I think I’ve got one,” she replied.

As the two entered the room, everyone looked at them. While Hannah was quickly becoming a legend around the tower, Julianne was still a mystery. 

Adrien had spent years demonizing the mystics, painting them in a terrifying light. Even though Julianne had done much to protect these people, they were still a little skeptical.

Hannah had decided it was time to show the people of the tower what Julianne could really do.

Sal slept on the floor adjacent to a lumpy couch which had been cobbled together from pieces found throughout the tower. Eyes closed, the dragon’s breathing was steady and heavy, uninterrupted by the kids who were using him as furniture and playground.

One of the kids, no more than six or seven, looked up at Hannah and then back down at the dragon. “He’s yours, right?”

Hannah grinned. “Depends on who you ask. I think he’s mine. But Sal here is convinced I belong to him.”

The girl giggled. “You’re funny.” Then she pointed to Julianne. “Is she funny, too?”

Hannah cocked her head. “Not as funny as Sal, but she’s a very good storyteller.”

“I like stories,” the girl replied, dimples standing out on both cheeks.

Julianne cleared her throat. “Do you want to hear one?”

All the kids nodded as half a dozen adults ignored them, talking to one another on the proper furniture.

“How about them?” Julianne asked, nodding to the older folks.

Eponine, a young girl from the Boulevard, leaned against Sal. She had seen a lot during their final days in Arcadia, when her life was nearly ended by the Prophet’s knife across her jugular. But she was sharp and resilient. 

The girl seemed to be adapting to life in the tower better than the others, which was perhaps the result of growing up an orphan on the streets. Her eyes sparkled at Julianne. “Adults don’t like stories,” she said quietly, but with confidence.

Julianne laughed. “Nonsense. Where I’m from, everyone likes stories, no matter what their age.”

“Are you from the Academy?” the littlest girl asked.

“Oh, no,” the mystic replied. She held her hand parallel to the ground, as still as a statue. After a moment, tiny bumps formed on the floor. The bumps grew and twisted and finally took the shape of mountains as seen from a bird's eye view. “I’m from the Heights,” she said with a smile.

She extended her fingers out straight and wiggled them. As she did, snow started to fall over the mountain, covering its peaks in caps of white. A few grownups glanced up from their conversations, unable to resist the mystical images cast by Julianne. Leaning in, the kids giggled as they made out a group of tiny figures moving around a small town halfway up the mountain.

“That is Craigston,” Julianne whispered. “It’s where the rearick live.”

“Like the one with the hammer?” the girl asked.

Julianne nodded. “Exactly! But he likes it here better.”

“Why?”

“I think he likes you,” she confided, as she watched the little girl blush. “And farther up, there is the Temple. That’s my home.”

Julianne closed her hand and dropped it to her side. The kids gasped as the image disappeared. Julianne sighed. “But today’s story is not about me. It’s about another girl, older than each of you.”

Raising her hand again, the milky white film covered her eyes. Where the mountains had just stood, a dirty city street appeared. It was a close-up view of an alleyway. 

As Julianne drew her hand higher, the picture panned out to show a female figure in a robe. Its hood covered her face, and the person was evidently small, like a child. She carried a crutch in her hand, but she walked without a limp.

“The girl in our story today grew up just like every one of you. A normal kid in a normal town with very normal problems!”

“Like bullies!” a little boy with a beaky nose yelled. He was leaning against Sal, and his shout caused the dragon to open one eye and shift, but he fell back into slumber.

“Why, yes, there were bullies. But that wasn’t the worst of it. The worst was the hunger!”

The kids nodded, each of them knowing empty bellies better than any child ever should.

Julianne turned her hand to the side, and the kids and the adults watched the girl walk out of the alley. As she stepped onto the city street, people rushed in every direction around her. She leaned on the single crutch and walked with a limp, dragging a foot behind her.

“The girl didn’t have a mother, and her father wasn’t a good man. She did everything for herself and for her little brother.” The hooded figure paused, as did Julianne. Then the girl sat, laid the crutch across her lap, and turned her palms up toward the strangers, waiting for a few to drop in alms to enable her survival. “Begging always embarrassed the girl, but it didn’t matter. It was all she could do, and it provided for her tiny brother, who was always sick.”

Julianne stopped talking again, focused on the image that she projected to the others, and the girl in the robe stood. As she stood, her body transformed, and she rose to the height of a full-grown adult. Her body filled out. She walked through the crowded streets, hands darting, picking pockets as she wove through the sea of bodies. 

As she bumped one man, he looked down into the face hidden from the audience. He raised his brows and smiled, not noticing that he’d go home without his coin purse.

The kids giggled as they watched. Julianne enjoyed spinning the tale. She hadn’t told a real story since she was in the Heights. “The girl couldn’t stay a beggar forever. She grew up, and so did her skills on the streets.”

“She was bad,” a tiny child said.

“Well, maybe,” Julianne replied, glancing at Hannah. “But she never picked the pockets of the poor, and it was to save her brother.”

Keeping her eyes glued on the scene, the girl leaned back against Sal, who shifted to accept her weight.

“And the girl did survive, if just barely sometimes. She lived like any other kid in the streets. She was normal, until that fateful day when she learned that she was anything but.”

The image of the girl on the street flickered and then disappeared. Every set of eyes turned toward Julianne, urging her to keep telling her tale. The story itself was engaging, but they had never seen images come to life in front of their eyes before. It was mesmerizing.

Julianne’s eyes turned back to white, and the girl returned, hood down, but facing away from the audience. Her body was bent over the broken body of a boy several years her younger, and she trembled from the sobs they could not hear.

“That’s her brother,” Eponine said.

“It is,” Julianne replied. “The girl had done all she could to keep her brother alive and well fed. She cared for nothing in the world other than him. But all of it did nothing to stop evil from coming and destroying everything she loved.”

She rolled her wrist, and the image pivoted. Standing in the doorway of the worn-out house in the image were two men, snarling with hate and violence. The girl laid the boy on the ground with the gentleness of a new mother. It was the last gentle thing she did. She turned up her palms and fire appeared, dancing in her hands.

“She wasn’t normal. She had magic, and the evil men would pay.”

Just as the woman moved for the attack, the picture flickered and went out. Julianne’s eyes turned back to normal, and a slight, sad smile spread on her lips.

“She’s amazing,” Eponine said. The other children and adults nodded along with her. “I wish it were true. Then we wouldn’t need to stay here.”

Julianne’s eyes cut over to Hannah’s which were glassy with tears.

The mystic nodded. “It is true. And we won’t have to stay here long.”

Hannah cupped her hands and spread them apart, shaping a perfectly round ball of ice between her hands. Turning, she tossed it into the air with her right hand. With her left, she launched a thin, blue bolt of energy at it. The orb shattered and the ice turned to snow, which slowly drifted down on the children.

But none of them were focused on the snow. They were all staring at Hannah’s blood red eyes.

“It was you,” Eponine said. “Just like in the story. The disciples used to talk about you. They said you were dangerous. They said you were a curse from the gods.”

Hannah smiled. “I can’t speak for the gods, but the disciples were right about one thing. I am dangerous. And you can be dangerous, too.”

The young girl smiled, and Hannah could read the hunger in her eyes.

Hannah continued, now addressing the rest of the room. “And the truth is that the magic within me can be yours as well. It’s not a curse, but a gift meant for all of us. Those men who killed my brother labeled me an Unlawful. I once was terrified at the thought, but now I wear the title with pride. And I know I’m not the only Unlawful here. Some of you have already felt your own magical potential, and it’s time to take it to the next level. It’s time we begin training for war, training to take back our home, training for justice. I can’t do this on my own. I need your help. So if you’re willing to try, meet me here first thing tomorrow morning. Let’s show Adrien and his goons exactly how dangerous we can be.”




















CHAPTER SIX




“Shit-mother-asshole-jam!” Parker whisper-yelled as he looked down at the pipe he had used to enter and exit the city for years.

Hadley raised his brow. “Extra points for creativity on that one, Parker. But what are we going to do?”

They stared down at the three-foot pipe that had always been easily accessible. Now its open mouth was covered by a metal grate attached to the pipe with some sort of magitech lock. It looked similar to the shackles that had held Parker inside the factory for days. Reaching down, he grabbed the grate with both hands and pulled as hard as he could. It didn’t budge.

“Time for Plan B,” Marcus said, stepping back from the wall and dropping his backpack to the ground. He opened the bag and reached in. With a grin on his face, he pulled out a length of rope with a four-prong hook on the end. “Never leave home without it.”

“Bullshit,” Parker said.

“Okay. You got me. Never leave home without it when your goal is somehow getting to the other side of a giant wall. Trust me now?” Marcus winked as he unraveled the rope.

“Gonna take more than that,” Parker shot back. “Now you can lead us right where you want us.”

Marcus laughed. “Yep. So much more convenient this way. Might as well turn this into a noose right now.”

“Wait,” Hadley cautioned before Marcus could try his luck with the grappling hook. The mystic’s eyes turned white, and he looked like he was whispering to himself. He snapped back into focus seconds later. “OK, the coast is clear. Let it rip.”

Spinning the grappling hook in his right hand, Marcus let it fly at just the right moment. It dropped with a clatter on the other side of the wall. They all held their breath while they waited to see if there was any response from within. Hearing none, Marcus pulled on the line until the hook caught something solid.

He leaned back and nodded. “This will work. You want to go first, Parker? Say ‘Hi’ to my men at the top?”

Hadley laughed. “I’ll go. Don’t want him to piss himself if there’s someone walking around up there.”

“Funny.” Parker sneered. “I need a second anyway.”

He turned toward the women standing in a circle behind them. They ranged in age from eighteen to their fifties. Each was strong physically and inspired by a vision of a better life in Arcadia. Each had stood with Parker against the disciples in the Boulevard. He trusted each of them deeply.

“Change of plans. The three of us are going in,” he said, looking at them as he talked. “If we’re successful, we’ll be coming back with more weapons than we can carry back to the tower. I’m going to break you into two groups.”

He drew a line through the middle of the circle and then nodded to the right side. “You all will stay here, back from the wall a bit. Your job is to keep watch. If people come, don’t freak out and don’t engage. I’ll be watching for a signal from you when we get back to the top of the wall.”

“What’s the signal,” a round, older woman asked.

Parker pulled a small magitech torch from his belt and handed it to her. “If you wait and watch carefully, you’ll see one of us emerge on top of the wall in the moonlight. I’ll be looking right out here.”

She looked down at the tech in her hand. “OK. What’s the code?”

“Flash it three times if the coast is clear. If there’s someone around, flash it twice. Got it?”

She nodded. “No problem.”

“And what’s our job?” a woman’s voice asked from the right.

Parker turned and saw that it was Krystal. She was one of the strongest of his new team, and he had seen her bash in half a dozen disciple heads during the Battle. He had heard that her husband died in the factory, too strong and too proud to submit to their rules. It was clear that his wife was cut from the same kind of cloth.

“I’m going to need you to get resourceful with the other ladies.” Parker grinned. “If all goes well, and I hope it does, we’re going to have one heck of a hike back to the tower. You’re going to take these other five and head for Arcadia’s gate. Sometimes traders and travelers leave their carts there for the Guards to look after. I need you to get one for us. Something we can use to haul back our loot.”

“What if they stop us?”

His smile broadened. “That’s why I’m asking you. I’m sure you’ll figure something out. We need that cart.”

“It’ll be here,” she declared with a grim look on her face.

Parker turned back to the rope and nodded toward Hadley. “All right, mental maniac, you’re up.”

Without a word, Hadley grabbed the rope with both hands, placed his feet against the wall, and started to climb. Parker was impressed by the man’s agility. He climbed the rope as smoothly as a dancer, and before he knew it, Hadley was on top of the wall.

Looking at Marcus, Parker said, “You’re next.”

With more brawn than grace, Marcus flew up the rope faster than Hadley. The two waved from the top of the wall, signaling that it was safe to come up. Parker looked back at the crew he’d assigned to watch duty, gave them a nod, and then grabbed the rope. 

He pulled himself toward the top, toes finding little holds in the seams between the rocks laid decades before. His hands burned, but he barely noticed. He kept mulling over the questions at hand. Would they find the armory? What kind of force would be waiting for them there? Would they be able to get the guns back to the tower if they could steal them? But the biggest of the questions sat on top of the tower wall, waiting. And as he climbed the last few feet, he stared into the face of the unknown.

Marcus grinned. “So far so good, Parker. No Guards waiting up here for you. Except for me.”

Parker rolled his eyes, though he doubted Marcus could see it in the dark. “Let’s just get the job done,” Parker said. He nodded to the south. “Over there. I know a way down over there.”

The wall was thick enough for them to stand on, but they still needed to be careful where they stepped or one of them would go tumbling into the darkness. 

They crept around the edge of the city in the direction of the Boulevard, but Parker knew that there was nothing left for them there. He used to know three different buildings that would have let them crawl down into Arcadia undetected, but they were probably smoldering ruins now, which forced him to improvise.

The city streets were silent. It was after curfew, but even so, there would’ve been more nobles walking their Quarter ten days ago. Something was different since they’d left Arcadia, and it set all three men on edge.

A few hundred yards down, Parker found what he was looking for—a flat-roofed building within easy jumping range. Scanning the block, he realized they were in the part of the city where the Noble Quarter melted into the market—the no-man’s land of Arcadia. The building had to be some sort of storehouse for goods sold during the day in the square.

He patted Hadley on the shoulder. “Here.” Parker nodded toward the roof.

The mystic glanced at the flat roof and then scanned the streets surrounding it. All was quiet.

“Just in case, let me whip something up for us,” he said.

Before Parker could say a word, he saw Hadley’s eyes turn milky white. Then, his new friend appeared before him looking like himself, only dressed as a Capitol Guard. His eyes cut to Marcus, who looked the same.

“I like your style.” Parker laughed. “Let’s just not forget to cool it with the Guard look before we get back to my badass bitches from the Boulevard. I imagine they might kick ass first and ask questions later, and that’s something I have no desire to experience.”

Marcus looked down at the familiar uniform the mystic was casting on him. He raised a brow. “Pretty authentic, Hadley. But you blokes remember, after the situation with Julianne posing as Stellan for all that time, the Guard is on high alert for these mystical antics. Might work from a distance, but at close quarters, they’ll be looking for anyone who doesn’t fit. Don’t get cocky.”

“Fair enough,” Parker responded. Then, without any warning, he turned, took the two steps the top of the wall afforded him, and jumped for the building parallel to the wall. Landing as softly as possible, he tucked and rolled and scrambled to his knees. He waved to Marcus and Hadley, and the two men returned it.

Marcus crept over to the western side of the roof, and the other two followed. They knelt behind the two-foot parapet, concealed from the streets below.

“We need to move quietly now,” Marcus warned. “The last thing we want is to stumble across a patrol.” 

“Easy,” Parker replied as he unslung the magitech spear from his back. “I’ve been dodging the Guard my whole life. And I’m pretty sure the three of us can hold our own if we are spotted.”

The soldier grinned. “Listen, you’re a tough little bastard, I’ll give you that. But give the Guards the credit that is due to them, or else you’ll end up paying for it in the end. These men are trained killers, armed with the best possible weapons. No one back at the tower will trust me if you end up dying tonight.”

Parker nodded, unwilling to verbally admit he was wrong. But he knew he was. Capitol Guards were well-trained killing machines. One victory on the streets of the Boulevard wouldn’t change that fact.

Marcus nodded to their right. “Follow me. It’s a few blocks to the main armory. If you think we can find a way across on the rooftops, then that’s our safest bet. If it is all configured like before, there will be a Guard or two outside the front door and one in the back. That’ll be our way in.”

Parker glanced at Hadley, but couldn’t read anything on his face. “All right, you lead. But remember…”

“What?”

“I’m right on your ass.” He held his weapon up. “And Gregory’s spear is no joke.”

Marcus snorted. “Are you sure you weren’t in the Guard? My old commander used to make that same joke.” 

He turned before getting a reply and headed across the rooftop in a light jog. They moved silently across several buildings, Hadley’s footfalls barely making a sound and Marcus’ not much louder. Parker realized that they had both trained, each in their own way. While agility and speed had always been a part of his hustle on the streets, Parker realized he never relied much on stealth. That was usually Hannah’s job. He watched how the two men moved, mimicking their technique. 

They jumped a gap to another flat roof. Landing in a roll, they crouched low and waited for movement.

A man emerged from behind a square structure, likely a stairwell into the building. “Who’s there?” he called into the night.

Marcus held his hand up to the others. “I’ve got this,” he whispered. Many decibels louder, he called, “It’s Ficker.” Marcus motioned to Parker and Hadley to stay back. “Who’re you?”

The man walked toward Marcus, and Parker could see that he was a Guard. His eyes narrowed, trying to get a view of the man in the Capitol uniform on his rooftop. “Ficker? What the hell, thought you were in the Madlands.”

“It’s mad enough here,” Marcus retorted with a grin as he got closer to the Guard. The man started to smile, then recognition filled his eyes.

“Fucking Marc—”

Before he could finish, Marcus cracked him on the side of the head with a closed fist. The man nearly dropped, but regained his footing as he drew the magitech weapon from his hip.

“Let’s keep it civil,” Marcus said, as he landed a crescent kick to the man’s knee, dropping him to the ground. The gun clattered on the roof.

The man looked up, eyes wide, as the three members of the rebellion surrounded him. Raising his hands, he knew his fate. “Come on, chaps,” he said through quivering lips.

Parker’s eyes gleamed in the moonlight as he pulled his knife. Memories of fallen women and children in the Boulevard came back to him as he looked into the Guard’s eyes. He drove the blade downward for the kill, but a hand caught his arm before the steel met its goal. 

“Not like this,” Hadley said to Parker. His eyes flashed white and the Guard’s face glazed. “He won’t remember a thing.” Taking the man by the hair, Hadley swung a knee into his temple and his body dropped to the flat roof. “And he’ll wake up with a hell of a headache sometime tomorrow.”

Parker looked down at the unconscious man. For a second, he considered finishing the job with his blade. If he didn’t remove him today, he would fight him again another time. Glancing at Hadley, he watched the mystic shake his head.

Not like this, he repeated, this time inside Parker’s head. There will be time for blood, time for justice. But killing an unarmed man like him is not what we’re about. Save the kills for battle.

Nodding, Parker turned away from the body. He would comply, but he wasn’t sure if he agreed. These men needed to pay for their crimes. The one at his feet was in no way innocent. But their mission was important, and Parker still wasn’t sure about Marcus. Pissing off Hadley could have devastating consequences.

He glanced from Marcus to the mystic. “Just tonight,” he agreed. “No promises next time these assbags step up to me.”

“All I’m asking is for tonight.”

Parker nodded. He picked up the unconscious Guard’s gun and handed it to Hadley. “This is a start. Let’s go get some more.”

Marcus headed to the opposite end of the long rooftop and squatted at its edge. The other two approached as quietly as possible. Just below them, a single Guard leaned against the wall, enjoying a late-night smoke without a care in the world.

The men scrambled back to assess the situation.

“That’s the door,” Marcus said. “Just one to take out and we’re in.”

Parker watched Marcus watch the Guard. Everything in him wanted to trust Marcus, who had saved Julianne’s life, but it still didn’t feel right. He was an outsider, and worse, he was a Capitol Guard turned rebel. 

He exhaled and glanced over at Hadley. “What do you think?”

“Me?” he whispered. “I’m just wondering what that big-ass building is next to the armory.”

The adjacent structure was attached to the armory by a covered walkway, making the two buildings functionally one. Its windows were shaded, but the light from magitech torches lit the place up, and shadows of men moved around inside.

Marcus grinned. “Yeah. That is the barracks.”

“What the—” Parker’s voice creaked as Hadley held up a hand to silence him.

The mystic tilted his head in Marcus’ direction. “Now, why in the name of the Matriarch and the mystics’ brew might you think it would be a good idea to go after weapons stored in the building attached to the place the whole damned Guard sleeps?”

Marcus narrowed his eyes in the direction of the building. “Not the whole Guard. Just a couple dozen. Half of ‘em are probably on duty right now.” He paused as Parker stared in disbelief. “I know it sounds unlikely, but this one is probably the easiest to steal from. Just one Guard at the door. They don’t think they need more than that.”

Hadley smiled. “I don’t know if you’re a traitor or a mole, but you sure are stupid.”

“Maybe,” Marcus replied. “But I heard you guys were crazy like this. I thought you could pull it off. And you gotta admit, it’ll be a kick in the ass to Adrien and his commanders when they find out that we grabbed the magitech from right under their noses!”

Parker shook his head and thought of Hannah’s warning. This was precisely the kind of risk that she had cautioned him against taking, and she would be livid if she knew that her old friend was even considering such an insane mission. His mind ran in circles as he tried to determine the best solution. They could of course double back and try another location, one maybe more heavily guarded but not in the bedroom of the Capitol Guard. Or, they could return empty-handed, which wasn’t happening.

Finally, he decided they should do what Hannah herself would do. “We’re going in.”

Marcus grinned. “That’s my man!”

“No, I am certainly not.” Parker coughed. “I’m going to keep an eye on you. One false move and you’re done.” He waved his magitech spear. “I’ll skewer you like an autumn swine.”

“Fair enough,” Marcus agreed, still smiling. “But when we come back to the tower loaded with weapons, I’ll expect at least a thank you.”

Parker couldn’t help but smile. “If we get out of here alive, I’ll do backflips for you.”

Hadley turned and slid down the wall to sit. Looking up at the others, he asked, “What’s the play?”

“You can make me look like someone else, like Julianne did for herself, right?” Marcus asked. 

Hadley laughed. “Yeah, with ten more years of meditative practice and a whole lot of luck. There was a reason she was chosen to be the Master Mystic, and it wasn’t her good looks.”

Marcus shrugged. “Couldn’t have hurt. What can you do?”

“Alter one’s appearance. Simple disguises, that sort of thing.”

“Can you make me ten pounds heavier with an enormous handlebar mustache?”

“Um, yeah, but what the hell are—”

Marcus dropped his overcloak and stood before Hadley and Parker in his Capitol Guard uniform. “I think I can make this happen.”




















CHAPTER SEVEN




At street level, Marcus turned and faced a glass storefront around the corner from the armory. In the dim magitech streetlight, the reflected image wasn’t his own. 

A man with a dozen extra pounds, a few years’ wear, and a perfectly rolled handlebar mustache looked back at him.

Marcus had been on patrol outside of Arcadia for eighteen months before his sudden return. As the son of a nobleman, he was naturally expected to go to the Academy and learn magic, or at least to be tested for his aptitude. 

But days of listening to lectures and playing with card tricks was less than attractive to him, and he thought that a tour in the Capitol Guard might just give him the break from the nobleman’s life he was looking for.

After only a few months, he was out of Arcadia and riding the edges of the Madlands, always on another fool’s errand for Adrien or the Governor, and usually pushing the boundaries of the moral compass developed in him by his mother.

Seventeen months in the field and Marcus was sent back to Arcadia. He had disobeyed a direct order to stand by while remnant raided a nearby village. Standing by while others were in danger was not something Marcus was good at. 

But he was pretty sure that his officer, Captain Dickstache, as Marcus was fond of calling him, had just been waiting for any reason to get rid of him. 

The captain was good at leading the dirty work. Sometimes he actually made the questionable assignments downright evil. He got his nickname because he had a perfectly manicured handlebar mustache that he would twirl as he glared down his nose at peasants in the countryside, and because he truly was a dick. 

Just before fleeing the city, Marcus heard that Dickstache was on his way back to Arcadia, that Adrien himself was putting the captain over the troops to whip them into shape and bring the streets back to order. Which, in Marcus’s mind, was a brilliant move. Captain Dickerson—his actual name—was a perfect choice. 

He wouldn’t take any shit from his Guards and would always compromise for his commanders.

Marcus knew the man well, and it was knowledge he was now trying to put to some good use. 

Not perfect, Marcus admitted to himself as he looked at his altered reflection, but he hoped that Hadley had given him enough to be able to fool the sleepy Guards in dim lighting. Hell, the Captain was new in town. If they got lucky, they might just pull it off.

He glanced over his shoulder just as Hadley’s eyes were returning to their normal color. “Not bad.”

“I know.” He pointed at Parker, who looked like a slightly altered version of himself. “How about him?”

“Still an ugly bastard.” Marcus grinned. “Should work, I guess. You were the recognizable mug in this town a few weeks ago, thanks to your anti-Prophet shenanigans. But now,” he shrugged, “well, people forget quickly!”

“Thanks,” Parker growled. “Dick.”

Marcus raised a brow. “It is Captain Dickstache to you, Guard. Let’s get that straight.”

Hadley stifled a laugh as he and Parker fell in behind Marcus, who was turning the corner toward the rear entrance of the armory. Biting his lip, he returned to his focused posture. He wasn’t Julianne, and he realized full well that he’d have to concentrate to maintain three disguises at once.

“Stop right there,” said the sole Guard stationed at the door as he rose to attention. Unslinging the magitech rifle from his shoulder, he held it in front of him. “Who goes there?”

Marcus cleared his throat. “At ease, Guard.”

“Captain Di…Dickerson?” The Guard’s eyes narrowed, trying to make out the approaching figure with the full mustache.

“Who the hell else would be even allowing you to stand at ease? Damn kid. What’s your name, anyway?”

The tip of the rifle shook in tandem with the young Guard’s hands. “Lewis, sir. From—”

“Don’t want your damn pedigree, Lewis.” Marcus swatted his hand in the Guard's direction. “And don’t point that damn thing at me.” Nodding at the rifle, he continued, “In fact, hand it over. That’s what my men and I are doing here tonight. The Chancellor asked me to inspect each and every one of our weapons. Got a load of unstable amphoralds from the Heights last month and apparently the damn things have been blowing up in people's faces.”

Marcus stretched out a hand, palm up, waiting for Lewis to comply. Parker held his breath, heart racing faster than it ever had. The kid looked from Marcus to Hadley, and then at Parker. His eyes wandered his face, and Parker was afraid he’d been made.

Finally, the kid looked at his Captain and handed over his rifle. “No idea the things could explode,” he said with a twitch.

“No shit. None of us did.” Marcus inspected the weapon, not really knowing what he was looking for. “But one went off last week and damn near blew some guy’s face off. Ugly sonofabitch might actually have been better off after the accident.” Marcus laughed, and the other three joined him a beat later. Stopping, he said, “Yep. Looks like this is a bad one. I’ll just hold on to her for you.”

“Hell, thanks, Captain.” The Guard shook his head, eyes still on the weapon. “Can’t imagine if that thing went off on me.”

Hadley cleared his throat. “Sir, the others.”

“Ah, of course. Thanks, Had… Harry. Lewis, I assume you can handle half a shift without a rifle on your shoulder? Defend these buildings the way we did it in the old-fashioned days, with nothing but your fists and a bit of courage?”

The Guard nodded like an idiot. “Yes, sir. I sure can. Imagine I’m safer this way than I would have been holding that.” He nodded at the rifle again. 

“Damn straight you are. If it were up to me, I’d get rid of the whole damn lot of them. But hell, I guess with the old man back and his little magical piece of tail, we better be as careful as we can.” Marcus slammed the Guard on the back with his big, open palm. “Nice work, son.”

The Guard stood, eyes wide, transfixed by his superior. After an awkward silence, he nodded as quickly as Marcus spoke. “Yeah, Captain. I got it.”

“Good man. I’ll make sure we take care of you someday. Now, remember, stay out here and keep your eyes peeled. But do not, for any reason, come into that damned armory. One of those things blow, the rest will follow, and we need all the soldiers we can get. We want to keep you safe. Hear me?”

The young Guard nodded again as Marcus turned for the door with Hadley and Parker on his heels. As it slammed behind them, the men exhaled a mutual sigh of relief. The trick had worked, at least for the moment. 

Magitech lights flashed to attention and filled the space with a blue glow and their familiar hum. The armory was deceptively large inside, bigger than any of them would have ever imagined. Racks and racks of common hand weapons—swords, maces, knives, and spears—covered the walls. But their eyes moved to the opposite end where the magitech arms were carefully arranged in a floor-to-ceiling case.

As they walked toward the case, Marcus whistled. “Shit. They’ve been busy.” Stopping at the cabinet, he picked up a weapon that had the luster of a newly-made piece of technology. It looked like it had never even seen the light of day. “There weren’t a third of these the last time I was here.”

Parker lifted one and turned it in his hand, testing its balance. His eyes narrowed. “So even without the factory workers that Karl broke free, they’re turning out more tech than ever before.”

“Makes sense,” Hadley added. “I mean, now that Adrien’s airship is done, they can focus on these again. I think they know that firepower is going to be necessary. At least they’re not taking us lightly.”

At this, Marcus laughed. “You think these are for us? Adrien’s goal is not to make sure his little lair inside the walls of Arcadia is safe and sound. He’s looking beyond us and the tower. A madman like that wants it all.”

“All?” Hadley asked. 

“Yeah. Irth.” Marcus patted him on the shoulder. “All those folks back at the tower, they’re looking to regain their homes.” He paused and shrugged. “And I can respect that. But some of us, your old wizard friend included, have a little bit more on our minds. We’re looking to stop the world’s worst year ever.”

Hadley’s mouth dropped open. He scanned the cabinets, and then his eyes grew wide. “We need to destroy these.”

Shaking his head, Parker said, “No. We’re staying on mission. It’s a good idea, but we need to stick to the plan. Today we arm ourselves, maybe tomorrow we set this place on fire and watch it burn. We try to sabotage them now, we risk not getting out with the goods.”

“He’s right,” Marcus said. He slung the rifle he stole from the Guard over his shoulder. “You guys choose the weapons. Remember, we have all kinds of people back at the tower, so don’t just go with the biggest, most badass guns. Mix it up a bit.”

Marcus turned and started to walk away until Parker stopped him. “Where the hell are you off to?”

Holding his hands up with palms out, he replied, “Just going to get some gear bags. We gotta carry as much shit out of here as possible while also climbing across rooftops.”

Parker glanced at Hadley, who gave a little shrug. “All right. Don’t go far.”

“Just to the side walk-in storage. Be right back.”

As the footsteps faded to their right, Hadley and Parker started grabbing all kinds of magitech weapons, sorting them into three piles. 

“Shite, this one’s cool,” Hadley said, heaving an oversized barrel off the bottom shelf. He turned it over, inspecting its design. He tried to hold it up like the Hunters’ blasters he’d seen on the streets of Arcadia, but its weight made that nearly impossible.

Parker glanced up and laughed. “That damn cannon goes on your shoulder.”

The mystic’s head snapped back in surprise. “Me want.”

Grinning, Parker quipped, “Not this one, not this time. We need quantity. You’d hardly be able to get that cannon back over the wall, let alone carry five more.”

“I dunno, they say I’m pretty good with my cannon.”

Parker glanced at Hadley’s crotch. “That peashooter?”

Placing the enormous weapon back on the shelf, Hadley laughed again. “Pee shooter. I get it. Clever.”

“There they are!” A voice echoed through the hall, spoiling the mood.

Hadley and Parker turned to find Lewis, the young Guard who had manned the door, standing next to a large man with a perfect handlebar mustache…who certainly wasn’t Marcus.

****

Captain Dickerson’s magitech rifle was big. Not as big as the cannon Hadley had just returned to the bottom shelf in the Arcadian armory, but big nonetheless, and he held it with the steady hand of a man who knew how to use it. 

Should have trusted my instincts, Parker grumbled to himself as he raised his hands. Eyes sliding to the door, he wondered if Marcus would have the balls to show himself after turning them in to the Capitol Guard. Likely not. Cowards had a way of not looking you in the eye after they stabbed you in the back. 

“Why, hello, boys. Taking stock of our magitech, are we?” He raised an eyebrow, and the right corner of his mouth turned up slightly into a grin. “I just got back town not long ago. I think Adrien is going to be pleased as a pig in shit when I bring him the rebels I caught red-handed.”

Parker laughed. “Rebels? Us? You must—”

“Save it, dipshit,” Dickerson interrupted. He pointed his thumb at Lewis. “I’m smarter than this guy, that’s for sure, and I’ve been around the block a few times too.” He glanced around the room. “Pretty ballsy trying to break in here, I gotta say, I almost respect that. Now, hands behind your heads.”

Parker complied as he looked at Hadley doing the same. He hoped that the mystic had enough juice left in him to create some imaginary dragons or something, but from the looks of things, his mystic friend was tapped out from maintaining the disguises. 

The captain told Lewis to grab two sets of magitech cuffs from a rack on the other side of the room, and kept his weapon trained on them while waiting. He sniffed hard through his bulbous nose and gave it a rub with his thumb. “Imagine my surprise when I walked up and Lewis here told me that Captain Dickstache was in the armory.” He laughed. “Kid turned white as a ghost when I told him I was Dickerson. Not sure who was more surprised, him or me!”

“How’s this for a surprise, dickhead?” 

All three heads swiveled toward the walk-in storage door to find Marcus, looking like himself again, standing with the Guard’s magitech gun. Before the captain could respond, Marcus shot a thick blue stream of energy at his chest, knocking him across the room, unconscious.

“What the—” Lewis stood, mouth open, holding the magitech cuffs. 

Marcus put a finger to his lips and whispered a shh to the kid. “Don’t freak out, Lewis. If you stay with the Guard, you’re going to see a lot more of that before the revolution is over. Now, be a team player and snap those cuffs on yourself. We’re giving you a pass tonight. If I see you again in that uniform, though, you can bet your ass you’ll get a taste of what Dickerson got. Understood?”

Nodding, the Guard snapped the cuffs in place, and they hummed with the power held in the amphoralds.

“Good,” Parker said, crossing the room. “I’m sorry, but this is going to sting a bit.”

Lewis cocked his head, unsure of what Parker meant until he swiped his spear butt across the kid’s skull, knocking him unconscious too.

Nodding, Hadley said, “We better get the hell out of here before somebody comes and finds the mess we made.”

The men packed as many weapons as the bags could carry and slid out the back door of the armory, lights clicking off behind them. Following the same route they’d entered by, they silently made their way back to the spot on the wall where they had first entered the city. Crouching, they waited for the signal from the women. Parker held his breath, fearing the worst may have happened.

“Believe me now?” Marcus asked in the still winter night.

“Not now,” Parker whispered.

Hadley snorted. “Guess you could be one of those evil mystics I’ve heard of. That would have been one hell of an illusion!”

There were three flashes from the magitech torch from the stand of trees thirty yards away.

“There are my girls,” Parker said with pride. “I knew it.”

They dropped the rope and scrambled down. Bags weighted down with weapons hung awkwardly from their backs, threatening to pull them to the earth faster than they would have preferred.

Just as his boots hit the frozen dirt, a familiar voice greeted him. “Your chariot, sir.”

“Krystal!” he replied. “I’m damned glad to see you.”

A smile spread across the woman’s broad face. Her cheeks were rose-red from the cold. She patted a sturdy handcart and nodded to Parker.

“How’d you get it?”

She laughed. “With my good looks, those Capitol Guards were ready to give me anything I wanted.”

“Really?” Hadley asked. 

“Well, after I landed my boot in the guy’s nuts, it wasn’t hard to convince him to let me borrow it. He’ll be a bit sore when he wakes up in the morning.” She started loading the bags into the cart. “How’d it go for you guys?”

“We’ve got a long walk ahead of us.” Parker sighed. “I’ll tell you on the road.”

He grabbed the handles of the cart. Parker was their leader now, and he would push the cart the first mile toward the tower. It was cold, but he was warmed by the company of Krystal and the rest of his team. And by the fact that he had found another ally in Marcus.




















CHAPTER EIGHT




With a flash of light and a pillar of smoke, Ezekiel and Gregory materialized under a broad oak where a stand of trees met the prairie. 

The sun was still low, just as it had been when they left their last spot. Gregory's head spun. There were only a few magic users in the Quarter who could teleport, and Gregory had never done it until now. They had already jumped several times today, and it was taking a toll on him. He tried to gauge his surroundings, having no clue just how far they had jumped. 

He glanced over to watch Ezekiel bend at the waist and then drop to the frozen ground at the foot of the oak. Leaning against the trunk, the old magician closed his eyes. Apparently the magic was taking a toll on him as well.

“Ezekiel?” Gregory grunted, rushing over and dropping to his knees next to the man. “What do you need?”

A faint smile graced on his lips, though his eyes remained closed. “Just some rest, Gregory. And perhaps some good conversation once my strength begins to return. We jumped farther than I normally prefer, especially with a guest. It takes a lot out of me.”

Gregory nodded. He knew that casting wore magicians out. Even the simple spells he was capable of drained him ever so slightly. The young engineer also knew this was the beauty of the magitech that his father had specialized in. Thanks to magical energy stored up in the amphorald crystals from the Heights, humans could have magic at their fingertips without it taking a toll on their physical or mental well-being.

He dropped his pack and opened it, searching for the wine skin. He pulled it out and placed it in Ezekiel’s hand.

“Ah, ale from the mystics?” he asked.

“My father’s special reserve. I’d saved some in my bag for a time such as this. Julianne told me that you are a fan.”

“She’s rarely wrong.” Ezekiel uncorked the skin and tilted it back. Color came back to his skin as the liquid ran down his throat and warmed his belly. “Now, that should speed the process. Thank you, boy!”

He nodded. They sat in silence for a while, and Gregory watched the sun travel its path. At the same time, he swept the area, alert for any movement. Although clueless about where they might be, Gregory did know that they would never be safe, and with the wizard resting, he had to be on guard. Finally, he said, “You know exactly how it works, don’t you?”

Ezekiel opened his eyes and took another pull of the mystics’ powerful ale. He shook his head. “Magic?”

“Of course.”

“Exactly is a precise term for an engineer to use lightly, don’t you think?” he winked with a grin.

“It is, and I don’t. You talk very little about the technical aspects of magic, but I have a feeling that its origins and methods are no mystery to you.” Gregory grabbed the wineskin and took a drink himself, wiping his mouth with the back of his hand.

“You’re very right and completely wrong.” Ezekiel leaned his head back against the trunk. “You know my story, though, don’t you?”

“In part, yes. That you were raised with what you call the Oracle. Lilith?”

“Yes, that is right. She’s, well, one of a kind. I spent years learning from her, and even I struggle to understand it fully. But I’ll tell you what she told me, and maybe you can make some sense of it. You’re smarter than I am.”

A couple weeks ago Gregory would have blushed at such high praise, but he just nodded instead. He was beginning to accept the fact that he was in fact an intelligent person. After his near-death at the factory, he had begun to see that life was too short to be ashamed of who you are. 

Ezekiel sat a little straighter and warmed to his story. “You know that in the time before the Age of Madness, our ancestors knew no magic. But that didn’t mean they were without power. They had technological capabilities that dwarf the best Arcadia has to offer. Even Adrien’s airship would have seemed like a child’s toy compared to what they built.”

Gregory shook his head, amazed by the idea. “What happened to it all?”

Ezekiel sighed. “Just like magic, their tech had the ability to create or destroy. On the worst day the world has ever known, humanity saw just how destructive their technology could be. So it was lost, along with almost everyone in the world.”

The old man fell quiet and stared off into the distance. Gregory wondered if he was thinking about his own destructive capabilities or those of his former student.

“Anyway,” Ezekiel continued, “that’s not an answer to your question. The old world’s ability to create large machines was nothing compared to their ability to create small ones. Imagine machines so small that you couldn’t even see them with your naked eye. Small enough to live inside a person, but advanced enough to alter that person’s very nature.”

Ezekiel stared at Gregory as the implications of what the old man had said dawned on him. 

“Wait… You’re saying that magic, everything that you and Hannah can do, it’s really the result of tiny machines?”

“Correct.” Ezekiel said. “Living in our blood, passed down from our ancestors.”

“And our ancestors created those machines?”

Ezekiel laughed nervously. “That’s a harder question to answer. Let’s just say that someone created the machines. Lilith calls the machines nanocytes, and those nanocytes allow us to access a much greater power than is found in our world. They open a door to another realm, which Lilith calls the Etheric. The people we call magic users are simply folks who have learned to draw on that power, manipulate it. And by doing so, they influence the world around them.”

Gregory’s head swam as he continued to mull over what the wizard had told him about magic, its source, and means of operation. He had a million questions, but he didn’t know where to start.

“If it’s all tech,” he finally asked, “then why let people believe that it is magic?”

The old man placed his hands on his knees and pushed himself to a stand. He reached a hand down to Gregory. “We will talk more as we walk. I’ve got enough strength back to travel by foot, but we won’t be using magic for some time. The critters inside me need a rest.” He winked at Gregory and pulled him to his feet.

Following the course of the sun, the two walked in silence for a while, Gregory waiting for Ezekiel to respond. Finally, he did. “You are an intelligent person, and you’ve spent your life around technology. Does my explanation about the nanocytes make sense to you? Only a little, I would guess. Imagine trying to make sense of this all fifty years ago, on the tail end of the Age of Madness. No one would have understood. And besides, when it comes to actually using magic, understanding is less important than believing. So when folks began to call it magic I chose not to correct them, and the Age of Magic was born. After all, ‘magic’ is excellent shorthand for technology you can’t explain. If you could go back in time and see the old world’s technology, it would certainly seem like magic to us.”

“My father, I think he understood that, maybe more than anyone,” Gregory replied. “He was always curious about the old world. About their power to tame their environment and create new technologies.”

Ezekiel nodded. “Never knew your father. He wasn’t even born when I set off from Arcadia. But from what I could see, your father is…was…a great man. It’s one thing for a person to become a magician, to learn how to focus and use the power inside us all. But it seems that Elon and his colleagues did something I never thought possible in their creation of the magitech.” He laughed, mostly to himself. “Hell, I’m not even sure if Lilith herself expected such a development, which is, of course, a little hard to imagine.”

Gregory reflected on the words for a few paces, then said, “So, you think he’s gone?”

“Your father?” Ezekiel shrugged. “He was in the factory when everything went sideways. Being caught in an industrial fire like that would kill most, but stranger things have happened. You never know.”

“I have no idea how to feel about it,” Gregory ruminated with a furrowed brow. He felt his throat constrict with emotion. “I mean, on the one hand, he’s my dad. Always has been. For most of my life, he was good at it. On the other, it’s hard to shake the fact that the guy was ready to sacrifice me for the Chancellor’s vision.

Ezekiel paused on the crest of a small hill. The path they were walking wound its way down the other side. In the distance, lines of smoke rose into the winter sky. Villages spotted the pastoral areas of Irth, and the one that lay a few miles beyond their spot on the hill was their goal for the night.

With his eyes fixed on the distant village, Ezekiel pulled his pipe from his bag and filled it with herbs picked from gods knew where. Tamping the weed down with his pinky, he flicked his fingers, drawing a tiny stream of fire that hovered over the bowl. He drew intently, then exhaled rings of smoke that danced in the afternoon breeze.

After drawing once more, he ruminated. “I imagine we all have issues with our fathers. One way or another, the men that raise us shape us. Sometimes for good, other times for ill.” He laughed as he gazed at the horizon. “Mine and yours might have been somewhat similar.”

Gregory smiled. Ezekiel was old enough that the young man almost assumed he didn’t have parents. All young people always thought the oldest folks in their society had somehow crawled out of the belly of Irth fully grown and ready for anything.

“How so?” he asked.

Ezekiel walked again, his legs moved more briskly this time, as if inspired by the promise of the warm meal that awaited them.

“I was born into Madness. In those days, it was necessary for a man to do whatever it took to protect his own. A woman, too, mind you. My father, he was a hard man, in ways, but only because the world had shaped him so.” Ezekiel laughed. “Father took chances all the time, always for what he thought was right. My mother nearly killed him more than once. He would sacrifice anything for us.”

“How the hell is that like my father? He has become like Adrien.”

Ezekiel drew on his pipe and exhaled as he shook his head. “No, I think not. Adrien is driven by himself. He veils it in rhetoric about Arcadia, of course, but the man wants nothing more than power. Power to do as he wishes, to be worshiped by all. It is a sickness that knows no cure.”

“And my father?”

“Your father’s crime was believing the wrong story. A carefully woven story, one that had been told to him since the day he was born. He put his trust in the Arcadia that Adrien had made, a city in the Chancellor’s own image. Most of his life, it served him well, and his prosperity only supported the fact that the tale told was a good one, that the narrative was true.”

Gregory nodded, even though he wasn’t completely certain he understood.

Ezekiel continued. “Your father’s last decision, to give up his only son for the city, for Adrien, was a mark of his conviction. It was a terrible thing. He’s not a victim, but, like my father before him, he believed a story that made sense of the world. And stories, both true and fictional, most often require a response, demand action.”

“So, you’re saying my father was a good man?”

Ezekiel laughed. “Hard to imagine it when he hooked you up to the core, isn’t it?”

Gregory nodded. “No shit.”

“But, he was human, complex in all the ways we are.” They walked in silence for a little longer. The outline of houses took form on the horizon. Finally, Ezekiel said, “I’m glad you’re a part of our group, Gregory. A part of Arcadia’s revolution, to make her all she was supposed to be in the first place.”

“I am too.” He pursed his lips, then continued, “It gives me something to believe in, to work for.”

“I need to trust that you would be willing to give everything for it. Are you, Gregory?”

Gregory stopped and turned to face Ezekiel. “I am willing to give all, to give my life.”

The magician smiled and nodded. “Then you also believe a story that makes sense of the world. We are not much different than your father, only our story is true. And it doesn’t require us to kill our children. Now, let’s go find some food and shelter,” Ezekiel said, as storm clouds moved in from the West.

I hope this story is true, Gregory thought to himself. He said a little prayer to the Matriarch and Patriarch that he, like his father, was not being drawn into the fiction of a madman.

****

Amelia and Hannah stood outside the room, pausing before going in to see just how many of their people were going to take them up on learning magic. Those who had gathered to hear Julianne’s story about the girl who would win back the city were mostly women, children, and the physically weak. Both women knew there was a chance that none of them would come to learn how to fight, to take part in the revolution that was brewing.

Hannah glanced at Amelia, only to see her run her shaking hands down her pants.

“You’re nervous.” Hannah asked, but it was more of an observation than a question.

“Sure.”

Hannah laughed. “You are the youngest freaking Dean of Students the Academy has ever seen, and you’re pissing yourself in the face of a couple of our misfits?”

“When you take the task of teaching seriously, it always makes you nervous.” Amelia forced a smile. “You should remember that.”

The young magician cocked her head. “Sure. But in the face of kicking Adrien’s ass and taking down his airship, this doesn’t seem like much of anything.”

“Maybe that’s what makes me nervous. Those people in there,” she nodded at the closed door, “if there even are any… Half of them probably won’t make it through the battle.”

Hannah nodded, realizing the weight of her friend’s comment. “True enough. But if they don’t fight and we lose, life won’t really be worth living, now will it? And Adrien will probably kill them anyway.”

“Good point. Let’s go show them how to defend themselves.”

Amelia turned the knob and pushed into the room. Hannah followed, with Sal right on her heels, his long talons tapping the floor in rhythm with his footsteps. 

Hannah froze when she saw the assembly. The day before they had talked with a dozen or so of the refugees, but the attendance for their first lesson was twenty strong. Her heart leaped. This kind of passion was what they would need to end the Chancellor’s rule forever.

Beaming, she said, “You all know this isn’t the place to gather for free dragon rides, right?”

Eponine turned and stepped toward Hannah. “I’m not here for free things. I’m here to work hard and learn to kick ass like you.”

Hannah smiled. “Well then, kick ass you shall.”

Everyone in the room laughed, but it was clear they were nervous too. The room divided almost evenly by rank. One side was made up of nobles, mostly women and children. She read fear on their faces and could see that they were still uncomfortable with the new life they had elected. The other half were residents of the Boulevard. Life had been hard on them, which made these people strong. Deep lines on their faces told stories of struggles and a strong will to survive. Hannah nodded at them, knowing that if they were going to truly be a team, the dividing line between them would need to be erased.

Her eyes lit up when they landed on the familiar face of Roland, a man no more than fifteen years older than her from the Boulevard. He was seated in an old wooden rocking chair, his right leg pushing him gently. The other was missing, but a stump where his left leg should have been tapped in cadence on the chair. His rough wooden crutches lay next to him.

“My dragon hasn’t been ridden for some time, my lady,” he remarked with a wink, “but I’m not here for that. I’ve come to learn how to shoot fire and shit lightning.”

The Boulevardians all laughed, knowing Roland’s humor well, while the nobles shifted in discomfort. 

His presence brought her comfort and his passion gave her hope. “Well,” she retorted, “if a one-legged drunk from Queen Bitch Boulevard can learn to shit lightning, we might just have a fighting chance at making Adrien shit...well, shit.”

Although she wanted to, Hannah couldn’t wipe the smile from her face. “I’m glad you’re all here. Now, let’s see if we can make magic together, shall we?” She looked around the room. “But not here. Don’t want to do Adrien’s job for him by bringing the whole damned place down around us. Amelia, why don’t you lead your class out to the lawn?”

The Dean of the Rebellion nodded, then turned and left the room with the people right behind her. Hannah waited.

“You sure you’re up for this?” she asked, extending a hand to Roland. 

He grabbed it firmly and pulled himself to his feet. “Screw you, Princess. I taught you a thing or two on the streets, before and after I lost my damned leg. This is nothing.”

She handed him the crutches and glanced down at Sal, who looked back at her, his tail swinging slowly back and forth. “You sure you don’t want to ride my dragon?”

Roland laughed. “That’s my line.”

“Yeah, but I hear it seldom works for you. Well, come on then. Time’s a-wasting, and we have some magic to learn.”




















CHAPTER NINE




Clouds of steam poured from the mouths of their team as Hannah and Amelia took stock of the people who had come to learn magic. They didn’t look like much, but Hannah knew that she hadn’t either only eight months before. 

If she could become as powerful as she had in that small amount of time, then they might just be able to instill some simple skills quickly.

As far as teaching went, Hannah followed Amelia’s lead. The Dean had suggested that they focus on the basics. If they could master just a small number of the possibilities, they could be of some use in the battle, even if it was primarily from the fringes. 

“Half of you have been taught from your earliest days that you were special,” Hannah shouted into the cold morning air. “The other half were taught that they were steaming piles of ox dung unworthy of and even unable to cast magic. But that didn’t stop most of you from trying. You were once branded as Unlawfuls, and I’m here to help you ignore that law and overthrow the people who’ve enforced it.”

All the people from the Boulevard, gathered into their own group, nodded in agreement while the nobles, still uncertain of their decision to flee Arcadia, looked at each other hesitantly. 

“Magic resides in all of us. It’s in our blood.” She looked at her neighbors. “I found this out, well, the strange way. Magic burst out of me when I least expected it, and I almost lost my life for it. I was tagged as an Unlawful. If it weren’t for Ezekiel, I wouldn’t be standing here today. But the power that runs through me also runs through you. You just need to learn how to tame it.” She turned to the nobles. “And you! You’re not special. Well, not any more special than the rest of us. But what you do have is a head start. You may not have studied to become fighters, but what you’ve learned about magic in the Quarter will help you get there quickly. Now, let’s pair off.”

Hannah went through the common folks, counting them off into two groups. Then did the same for the nobles. “Ones, you’re with Amelia. Twos, you’re coming with me.”

“Always knew I was a number two,” Roland said, drawing laughs from the crowd.

Ignoring her friend, Hannah turned and led the twos to the opposite end of the lawn. She looked at Sal. “We have our work cut out for us, buddy.”

The dragon flicked his tongue. She gave him a scratch under the chin, finding his favorite spot. Then she turned to face her class.

As expected, the group had assembled by rank. The brash, hard-working people from the slums were on her right, the uptight nobles on her left. Hannah wished the new group would naturally integrate, but she knew that the division between these people ran deep. At best, the people of the Boulevard were invisible to the nobles. They never made their way to the lower half of town and had no reason to associate. At worst, they looked down their noses at them, assuming that a life of vice had caused them to be poor and stuck in the slums. And Hannah knew that the commoners were no better. Most of them despised the nobles, blaming them for the systems that kept them in the slums, even if they weren’t actively complicit. It would take time to break down the walls, but, unfortunately, time was not on their side. She’d have to do this the old-fashioned away. 

“Find a partner, someone who grew up in a different part of the city from you.”

Her class started shifting from foot to foot and staring at the ground. Their hesitancy bit at her gut, and anger welled up inside of her. Without warning, Hannah swung her arms in front of her chest, pivoted, and shot a massive fireball at a row of bushes off to her right. Brown and leafless from the effects of a long, cold winter, the bush burst into fire, and heat washed over all of them.

The crowd looked up to face her. “Listen!” she yelled. “We aren’t preparing for some noble ball or a day panhandling in the market. There is a madman in our city. He’s going to keep everything you’ve ever loved, and, odds are, he’ll be here within days, not months, to slaughter us. If you don’t stop being a bunch of whiny, divided douche nuggets, we won’t stand a chance.”

Nine out of the ten of them looked at her in shock and dismay. Roland beamed with delight. “Now there’s the leader we’ve been needing. I’d kick some ass for you right now if it didn’t mean I’d end up on the ground.” He motioned to his missing leg. Then he pointed at a noblewoman in her twenties whom Hannah recognized from the Academy. “I’ll take that one.” He hobbled toward her. “For practice, that is… Unless she’s interested. I’ve always wanted a noblewoman for a dance partner.”

The other noblewomen gazed at him with disgust in their eyes, but the young woman said, “Let’s start with magic, and see what you’re made of.”

Standing in front of her, he tipped the brim of an imaginary hat. “Challenge accepted, my lady.”

The others followed Roland’s lead and matched up with someone outside their social class.

“Good.” Hannah put hands on her hips. “From now on, there is neither rich nor poor. We are all Arcadians, and we’re all fighting for our homes and our lives.”

Her theatrics, with Roland’s help, seemed to motivate the assembly. Hannah took some time to reiterate and then refute the lies of the Capitol, and explain the original source of magic. A woman raised her hand and asked if it was true that people could blow themselves up. She had shown some magical talent when she was younger, but never tried to develop it for fear of hurting herself.

Hannah shrugged. “Not sure. I’ve heard that story too. Problem is, I’ve never seen it happen. Have you?”

The woman shook her head.

“When my brother lay dying in my arms, the men who had done it crossed my threshold. Nothing the Founder had taught me until that moment allowed me to stay in control. I blew up that day, in a way. My magic lashed out and obliterated every one of those ass-worms, tore them to pieces. And I’m still here, standing right before you. I’ll teach you as we go, which will help. But I make no promises. Will you hurt yourself?” She scanned the group. “Maybe. But I guarantee that if we don’t increase our power and number of warriors, Adrien and his people will do the job for us. I, for one, will take the chance. But if you don’t want to, you can leave now. There are dirty dishes in the kitchen and beds to be made.”

No one moved. 

“Good. That’s what I thought. Now, how many of you know even the slightest bit of magic?”

All the noble folk raised their hands. After looking around the group, Roland raised his.

“Really?” Hannah asked her friend. 

“What the hell else is a cripple to do but learn some tricks? I don’t know much, but I could light a bowl of the finest herb from the Heights with my pinkie if I could afford it.”

Hannah grinned. “Good. Well, that one,” Hannah pointed at the noblewoman he had partnered with, “will be able to add more flame to your fire.” She winked at Roland, and the girl flushed a faint pink. A few of the others from the Boulevard confessed to knowing a few things. That was a good start. 

After explaining how she had learned magic from Ezekiel months before, she sent them off to practice clearing their minds and drawing forth their power to create fire. The nobles were to teach their partners everything they knew, and the ones teaching would advance in their own study. 

The pairs moved onto their own patches of lawn, each working at the art. 

Hannah reached down and ran her nails along Sal’s scaly head. “What about you? You been practicing your arts, you lazy lizard?”

Sal pushed against her ribcage with his head, nearly knocking her over with the strength of his muscular body. He had grown to the size of a small horse. 

“Good.” She laughed. “You can shove around a little woman, but we’re going to need more than that. Get to it, you oaf.” 

She watched as Sal ran down the short decline toward the woods and the River Wren. He flapped his wings, and just before hitting the tree line, his body launched into the air. Her dragon’s movements were jerky and inconsistent, but Sal managed to fly several circles overhead before turning for the tower. Flapping more gently, he floated down to land on the edge of the jagged roof. 

Hannah laughed and waved her hand, showing him that she was, in fact, impressed. 

Raising his chin in the air, Sal opened his mouth and let out a roar like she’d never heard before. Or rather, it was more like a croak. Nothing that would strike fear into the toughest Capitol Guard, but it was a start.

Turning her attention back to her group, she watched as they all worked intently. The nobles were showing their partners what they could manage, and then they gave their students the chance to give it a shot. She watched Roland flick his wrists and make flames dance in his palm as he leaned on his crutches. She was impressed. Her old friend had more to him than she had ever expected.

“And that is what an Unlawful can do!” he boasted to his partner as the flames continued to dance.

“Not bad,” the girl said with a sly smile. She spun her own hand, and directed it, palm out, toward Roland’s dancing fire. Her eyes flashed black as she pushed toward his flame. It burst forth like a raging arrow, shooting in a straight line. “How’s that?”

“Damn!” Roland cried. “Glad you decided to join the good guys.”

The noblewoman shrugged. “I’ve never done it outside of a practice session. I don’t know if I could really hurt someone with it.”

Roland looked down at his leg, then back at the girl. “You’d be surprised at what you can do when you have to. Now show me how to do that!”

Hannah walked through the group, watching them practice. She stopped a few times to give instruction, until the sound of a tiny explosion caused her to spin on her heels to find a noblewoman old enough to be her mother with her cloak in flames.

Hannah ran, twisting her hands in front of her. Eyes blazing red, she spread a thin layer of ice on the woman, which extinguished the flames and made her lips blue.

Getting closer, Hannah’s saw that the woman’s shirt was singed, but there was little other damage. The woman breathed erratically, gripped by the fear of possible incineration.

She stammered, “I… I…” She looked down at her clothes. They were dirty from her time in the tower, but otherwise still beautiful. Now they were tattered, with holes singed by fire of her own creation.

The woman from the Boulevard she was working with looked like a kindly grandmother. Before Hannah could offer any words of comfort, the older woman grabbed the noble’s arm. “Don’t you worry, dear. I’m damn good with a needle and thread. You teach me to fry bad guys, and I’ll teach you to mend your own clothes.”

The woman’s eyes went glassy, and she nodded. 

Hannah stepped back, realizing that they were going to do just fine learning on their own for the day. She looked up at the sun, realizing she had somewhere else to be.

“Nice work, all of you. Keep going until lunchtime. Roland is in charge,” her eyes cut to him, “unless he becomes an intolerable shitbag, then you take over.” She motioned to his partner.

“It’s Claire.” The girl stood a little taller.

“Of course. I remember you from the Academy.” Hannah offered a smile. “Watch out for that one. He’s more trouble than rich schoolboys drunk on mystics’ brew.”

She looked over at Roland. “Not a problem. I have a feeling he’s mostly talk. Schoolboys are schoolboys, no matter where they’re from.”

Hannah laughed as she turned back toward the tower. She was showing her troops how to fight, but that wouldn’t mean anything if she couldn’t feed them. It was time to find Maddie.

****

Gregory knew from his father’s pictures and history books that the old world had once been covered in cities. They were all gone now, and only a few new ones had risen to take their place since the Age of Madness came to an end. 

Arcadia and Cella were the largest cities in the Arcadian Valley, but that didn’t mean there weren’t people elsewhere. Smaller communities of farmers and those brave enough to risk the rural lifestyle popped up throughout the valley, but most felt safer living in groups, which was how the town of Villgen started. As he and Ezekiel crested a large hill, Gregory saw the village clearly for the first time. 

“I think we may rest easy tonight,” Ezekiel said with a smile. “Which is good for us. We’ll need all the energy we can muster for our trip tomorrow.”

“You’re still not telling me where we’re going?” Gregory asked.

Ezekiel laughed. “Where’s your sense of adventure? You need to learn to embrace the mystery. Sometimes not knowing is better than knowing.”

Gregory rolled his eyes as he had seen Hannah do a million times. “I thought you said you didn’t deal in shit.”

Ezekiel laughed even louder, but he still didn’t answer. Instead, he marched onward toward Villgen. 

Although he had never traveled this far west, Gregory had heard about the town. With a population of over two hundred people, many believed that it could develop into the kind of city that would eventually rival Arcadia as the major center of the known world. Rumor had it the Chancellor was so worried about this that he cut off trade with them. But although they had remained small, it looked to Gregory like the tiny community was doing fine on their own. And by the look of contentment on the face of the guard at the open gate, Gregory assumed they wouldn’t be aiming for world domination anytime soon.

“Good evening,” the guard said as the two travelers approached. 

He looked them up and down. Gregory could feel the man’s eyes take in Ezekiel’s staff and the simple dagger that hung on his own belt.

Ezekiel smiled broadly and held out his left hand, palm open, as a symbol of their peaceable passage. “Hello. I am Ezekiel of Arcadia, and this here is Gregory. We are on a journey and are hoping to stay the night. Does Matthias still call Villgen home?”

The man’s face tensed when Ezekiel mentioned Arcadia and then relaxed at the name that tripped off the magician’s lips.

“Indeed he does.” The man nodded. “I’m sorry, but I must ask. You are the one they call the Founder, are you not?”

Ezekiel’s knuckles turned white as he gripped the shaft of his staff. He tried to step inside the man’s mind, but it was blocked. Defenses against the mystical arts had spread throughout Irth, apparently, which was probably for the best, though inconvenient just now.

“I have been called that.” Ezekiel laughed. “But I prefer the name given by my parents. It is, well, more accurate. Now, if it isn’t any trouble, can you point me toward Matthias?”

Gregory held his breath, wondering if they were walking into trouble, but the man complied, giving them directions to Ezekiel’s friend's house.

Stepping aside, he said, “You are welcome here as friends. But I must say, old man, don’t bring your Arcadian problems into our city. We’ve heard about the trouble you all are having back east. We are a simple people, and we enjoy our peace and quiet.”

Ezekiel patted the man on the arm as they passed. He paused. “A day is coming when peace will rule everywhere, not just here in the shadow of the forest.”

“It is our prayer, if the Matriarch and Patriarch so will.”

“Good man,” Ezekiel said as he led Gregory into the town.

All eyes were on the travelers as they wove through the packed dirt streets, which were lined with modest homes and small shops. Many of the citizens smiled and waved. A few stepped back through their open doors, pulling their children along with them.

“You said something to that guard about the shadow of the forest. What’s that all about?” Gregory whispered, not wanting the Villgenians to hear what could be a stupid question.

“The Dark Forest,” Ezekiel replied. “Villgen is the closest human settlement.”

Gregory swallowed hard. Ezekiel had kept their destination a mystery. Gregory was starting to suspect where they were going, and he didn’t like the confirmation. His heartbeat increased, and he could feel sweat bead on the nape of his neck.

“The Dark Forest? We’re not going there, right?”

“Is there another Dark Forest that you know about?” Ezekiel asked with a grin. “So, you’ve figured out our itinerary. Isn’t embracing the mystery fun?”

“I wouldn’t describe waltzing into the Dark Forest as fun. Foolhardy. Frightening. Fraught. Those would all be more accurate descriptions than fun.”

Ezekiel stopped and grabbed Gregory by the arm. Pulling him in, Ezekiel whispered, “Remember the rebellion? Remember that not more than three hours ago you said you would give anything for it? If so, there are no longer any choices, Gregory. You have made the only one that matters. We will speak more of the Forest later. Now you only need to know that Villgen is what it is because of the Dark Forest. Even the remnant know enough not to venture there.”

Gregory let out a nervous chuckle. “You would think we would be at least as smart as the remnant.”

Ezekiel shook his head. “They know not to venture there because they don’t know how to venture there. Lucky for you, I make a wonderful guide. We should be safe, relatively speaking.”

Gregory cursed under his breath and followed his friend down the streets of the new city. No one from Arcadia knew anything about the Dark Forest, not really. But that didn’t stop them from talking as if they did. His whole life he had heard ghost stories about the place, and of the druids that lived there. 

Gregory sighed. There was no way he would be sleeping well tonight. 




















CHAPTER TEN




After asking directions a second time, Ezekiel finally found what he was looking for. 

They stopped in front of a large house with a sturdy wooden door. An emblem of a crow over a set of crossed swords was burned into the grain.

Ezekiel’s eyes danced. “This must be Matthias’s house.”

He tapped his staff on the door and waited for a response.

Gregory clenched his hands into two tight balls as he stood next to Ezekiel. He was at the door of a strange house in a strange land. He glanced at the magician, hoping for some sign of comfort.

Without looking over, Ezekiel said in a hush, “Calm down, Gregory. Matthias is an old friend. A good man. Tonight we eat, drink, and sleep. Tomorrow will take care of itself.”

Gregory exhaled. The magician’s words weren’t reassuring.

The door swung open and an old man, hunched over and leaning on a cane, looked directly at Gregory. His face twisted in confusion until his eyes cut to Ezekiel.

The man gave up something between a laugh and a cough and exclaimed, “I’ll be dipped in shit. Is that you, Ezekiel?”

Ezekiel nodded. “Hello, Matthias. Good to see you’re as eloquent as ever.”

The man laughed, and this time, it clearly turned into a coughing spell. Gaining his composure, he cried, “Come in, come in, you salty sonofabitch. I can’t believe you actually came back, but it’s damn good to see you.” He turned and waved for them to follow. “And who is this little tight-ass? Another student of yours? I thought you would have learned your lesson after what that shithead Adrien is doing.” Matthias looked over his shoulder at Gregory and then at Ezekiel. “He looks like an idiot.”

Gregory opened his mouth, but couldn’t think of a response.

“Gregory is a friend of mine,” Ezekiel corrected. “And one of the most brilliant people I’ve ever met.” 

“Well, any friend of Ezekiel’s is a friend of mine. Welcome to Villgen.”

As they walked into a living room filled with old and worn furniture, the blue glow of magitech lights snapped on. Gregory looked at it closely as he took the seat offered to him by their host.

Matthias grunted. “What? Surprised that anybody outside your precious Arcadia is capable of such things?”

“Well, no… I mean, yes. I guess I am. I thought we were the only ones who had developed magitech.” Gregory tripped over his words as his face turned red. Matthias grinned like a child at him. “I mean, that’s the story we’ve been told, at least.”

“Do you also believe in unicorns?” The man laughed.

Gregory’s eyes slid to Ezekiel. If the young man were truthful, he would say that he didn’t quite know what he believed in anymore, but he realized that wasn’t the point. “No, of course not.”

“No matter how many stories you’re told?” Matthias raised his brows.

“They’re just stories.”

Matthias nodded like a madman as he stood in the doorway between the living room and the rest of the house. “A lot of stories out there, kid. We believe what we want, I suppose. Especially if they make us seem special. But, if I’m honest—”

“Which you generally are not,” Ezekiel interrupted.

Matthias ignored his old friend. “This tech actually did come from your walled city. At least, the idea did. An engineer who had had enough of Arcadia emigrated here a number of years ago. I guess you could say he fled the stink your city was built on. But we’ve developed most of this independently.” The old man turned. “But enough about the past. We need drinks!” he exclaimed, as he rushed out of the room.

Once the man was gone, Ezekiel took a seat in an overstuffed chair across from Gregory. “He’s a good man, though a bit eccentric.”

“Obviously,” Gregory replied, as his face returned to its normal color. “How do you know him, anyway?”

Ezekiel snorted. “Matthias? I’ve known him for over forty years. He was one of the first people I met after leaving my home with the Oracle. He was one of the original founders of Arcadia, along with me, Eve, and—”

“Adrien.”

He nodded. “Yes. Adrien.”

“So why didn’t he stay in the city?” Gregory asked.

“You have to remember, it wasn’t a city back then, just a handful of survivors trying to make ends meet. Actually, once it started to look like a city, he ended up leaving us. I think he wanted a simpler way. I remember, one time he said to me, ‘You and your imagined republic will never have a place in this world.’” Ezekiel shrugged. “Maybe Adrien has proved him right, but I hope not. He told us he was setting off to the West. Several went with him. Villgen is the result.”

“So, he’s their Founder?”

Ezekiel laughed. “Indeed he is. Although I imagine he likes the title a bit more than I ever did.”

Matthias pushed a cart into the room holding a decanter and three glasses. He poured three drinks and passed them to his guests, keeping one for himself.

Raising a glass, he said, “It ain’t the brew of the mystics, but this shit isn’t bad.” He tilted the glass toward Ezekiel and Gregory. “To Arcadia, and to the future!”

“To the future,” Ezekiel agreed before tilting the glass and drinking. “Not bad at all.”

Gregory sipped the elixir. It tasted like the mystics’ ale, only stronger. The heat went to his gut and then worked its way to his head. He nodded to affirm his pleasure.

Matthias smiled broadly. “I’m glad you approve. We don’t have access to much better than this. You’d think a friend stopping by would bring some brew from the Heights with him, but hell, I imagine you have something more important in play than my drinking preferences.”

“We do indeed, Matthias. And, unfortunately, we will only be staying the night. Tomorrow, we venture into the Forest.”

Matthias set his cup on the edge of the table. “Ah! Going for help, I presume?”

Ezekiel cocked his head to the side. “Going to tell the story. The people of the Forest are a reclusive bunch, much more than the mystics. I hardly believe they will fight, but I have to try. Where there is hope, there is always a chance.”

Matthias laughed. “A chance of getting your dick cut off, there is. None of my people even go close to their border if we can help it. But, when there’s great need, right? We have some time before dinner. Why don’t you tell me what really happened in Arcadia?”

Ezekiel drew a long drink of the ale and settled in to recount the events that had transpired in Arcadia the night the Boulevard burned.

****

The three men talked and ate for several hours, until Ezekiel decided that they should call it a night. After visiting the washroom, Gregory wound his way through the house and found his room. From the front of the building, Matthias’s residence didn’t look like much. If anything, it was quite narrow. But the structure stretched back for what seemed like miles, and the second floor had room upon room. Clearly the old man had done well for himself in the tiny village.

Just as he was about to close the door, Ezekiel cleared his throat behind him. Gregory turned to look the wizard in the eyes.

“Get some good sleep, Gregory. We will likely not have hospitality or comfort such as this for many days.”

He nodded. “I'm tired enough to fall asleep on top of the city wall right now.”

Ezekiel smiled as he turned to find his own room. “Just so long as you don’t fall asleep while we’re walking through the Dark Forest.”

With that thought to terrify him, Gregory shut the door. Looking around, he eyed the magitech lights illuminating the space. They were identical to the new magitech torches Arcadia had developed just the previous year, down to the very last detail. He found it strange that Matthias insisted that they had developed the tech themselves. The artifacts were clearly Arcadian. It was just surprising how many of them were in the city, even the small part of it they had seen.

He kicked off his shoes and dropped onto the single bed in the lavishly decorated room. The magitech lights clicked off as soon as he was horizontal, leaving Gregory in complete darkness.

Cool, he thought. Just like the motion-sensitive lights back home.

Settling into the bed, Gregory imagined all the things he could do with magitech; all the good he could bring to the world. As his mind churned, sleep finally took him over, and he dreamed about his magitech torch running out of juice as he tried to navigate through the pitch-blackness of the Dark Forest.

****

Maddie stood waiting on the top step of the staircase leading to the tower as Hannah approached. A bag was slung over her shoulder, and another sat at her feet. The girl looked radiant in her winter cloak, which had only a few weeks’ wear from her time in the tower. A year ago the two of them would have had nothing in common, but Ezekiel’s return had changed everything.

Taking the stairs two at a time, Hannah said, “Sorry I’m late. Amelia started to train our magician warriors today, and we thought it best if magic users from the Boulevard and the Quarter were both there.”

“Not at all.” Maddie glanced at the position of the sun. “You’re right on time. I just wanted to be ready.” 

The girl smiled and a dimple on her chin trembled, defeating her attempt to look brave. Maddie’s life in Arcadia had been, on the surface, one of relative ease. She and her Aunt Eve had all they needed, and her days were spent caring for her aging relative. But below the surface, things weren’t as simple as they seemed. She had lost her father and buried her mother too young, and recently her aunt had passed, leaving her alone in the world.

Although living through loss had matured her beyond her years, she was still not used to life as she now knew it in the tower. But helping with the rebellion and working for the revolution were making her stronger, or maybe uncovering a strength that had always been there. Still, the thought of venturing beyond the tower into the open spaces of Irth clearly intimidated her.

Hannah grabbed the pack and squeezed her arm. “Don’t worry. This is an easy one. A few hours’ walk to a farmer’s homestead. We’ll be back before dark.”

“I’m good,” Maddie said with a blush. “Especially since you’re coming with me. It’s just, this is all so new to me, you know?”

Hannah laughed. “Considering I only met Ezekiel eight months ago, I’m still pretty new to it myself. But we learn quickly.”

They shouldered their packs and descended the staircase. Hannah placed her thumb and middle finger into her mouth and let out an ear-piercing whistle. Just as she did, the sound of a rushing wind hit them and Sal emerged from the tower, cutting through the air in a half-circle and drifting down to land at their feet.

“Been practicing, have you?” 

The dragon tilted his head to one side and then back, as if nodding. Hannah and Maddie laughed as the beast fell into a walk next to them. The trio set off to the northeast, following the River Wren toward the farmlands that flourished along its banks. Hannah could feel her companion relax now that the dragon was along for the journey.

It was cold, and everyone in the tower was wondering when the weather would break. Depending on Adrien’s moves, they had already considered planting in the springtime when the ground thawed and the weather warmed, but Hannah expected they would not see that time of year in their current residence. Sooner rather than later, this whole thing would come to an end.

The sun was high overhead, and that, combined with a brisk pace, warmed them quickly. Content to walk in silence, Hannah watched the river with its ice-crusted edges roll on beside them.

“I won’t lie,” Maddie exclaimed, finally breaking the silence. “It’s nice to be out of that kitchen for a spell. I don’t mind the work, but Parker’s mother is driving me a little crazy!”

“Of course she is,” Hannah replied. “I’ve known Eleanor since I was a little one. She’s always been the same. Poor woman’s disease makes it hard to always get along with her.”

Maddie turned to her. “Disease?”

“Oh, you don’t know? There was never enough money in their house to officially get it diagnosed by the doctors, but we all know it’s there. Poor thing is broken.”

Maddie got silent, suddenly feeling bad for speaking ill of the sick. “What is it?” she finally asked.

“Shit-Lips Disease.” Hannah smiled. “Always had it. She is sweet as the day is long, but whenever she opens her mouth, she talks shit to someone. Usually to me.”

Maddie laughed with her hand over her mouth. “Yes! And I don’t think we need a doctor to diagnose the obvious. I’m glad it’s not just me. Walking on eggshells around her doesn’t help either.”

“Sometimes makes it worse,” Hannah replied with a wink. “She’s a good woman, though. And she has put up with Parker all these years, so she’s basically a saint.”

“Uh huh…” Maddie drawled suggestively.

“What?”

Maddie jabbed Hannah with her elbow. “Don’t what me. You don’t honestly believe we don’t see all the sexual tension between the two of you? So tell me.”

Hannah had never been good at girl-time, maybe due to living with two men without a mother in the house, but she thought she’d give Maddie a shot. “You got the tension part right, but sexual? Um, no. Just freaking no!”

Giggling, Maddie sighed. “Ok, if you say so. Doesn’t help to have that hot mystic running after you at the same time. It looks like you have the pick of the litter.”

“The only thing you’re getting right is the litter part. Parker and Hadley are a couple of wild dogs, running around growling at whatever moves and sniffing their own asses.” Hannah went quiet and walked like that for a moment. Then for some reason, she was moved to vulnerability. “I’ll be honest with you; Parker is great. We’ve been friends forever, and I don’t think I could find anybody who is as good a man as he is.”

“And the mystic?”

Hannah coughed. “Hadley? You can have him! I mean, hot, yes. Talented, sure. But…”

“Sounds to me like you’re not making a move because you’re not sure what move to make,” Maddie quipped.

She shook her head. “Maybe it’s a timing issue. My brother was murdered, our city destroyed, and we’re about to launch a suicide mission against a maniac who has a thousand times our strength. Let’s just say that all of this doesn’t allow me to pay attention to desires other than for justice and vengeance.”

“A little love could do you some good.”

“I love all of you,” Hannah whispered, uncomfortable with the words.

“That is not the kind of love I’m talking about.”

Hannah could feel her face grow warm, and she started to wish she was traveling with Karl instead. Listening to stories of the rearick’s escapades and his inane dick jokes would more pleasant at this point.

She attempted to steer the conversation. “Enough about me. What about you?”

“What about me?”

“A noblewoman from birth, daughter of one of the originals. With that pedigree, you should have been attached before you grew those legs.”

The girl blushed and waved her hand at Hannah. “Not that they didn’t try. But before I grew these, it was mostly gross old men who wanted my hand in marriage.”

“Yuck! Sick old bastards.”

Maddie grinned. “Tell me about it. My mother did well to stave them off, and once she passed, Aunt Eve did the same. But when she fell sick, I spent most of my time caring for her and looking after the house. And I loved it. Didn’t want for much else. But now that they’re gone,” she shrugged, “you never do know.”

“Really? You’ve got your eye on somebody!” Hannah faked a squeal, giving her best impression of a giddy schoolgirl.

“Can you keep a secret?” Maddie asked, keeping her eyes straight ahead.

“Always.”

“It’s kind of embarrassing, but I do have my eye on one of the men in the tower. No, forget it. I can’t.”

Hannah stopped, grabbed Maddie by the arm and spun her so they were face to face. Hannah looked up at the tall beauty. “Come on. I already bared my soul.”

She pursed her lips and gave a slight nod. “OK, but you have to swear by the Matriarch that you will tell no one.”

Hannah crossed her heart with her index finger and held her hand up, palm out. “Swear it.”

Maddie waggled her finger at her friend. “No one.” 

She nodded, expecting Maddie to express her desire for Hadley. And what woman wouldn’t?

“OK. This is embarrassing.” She exhaled deeply. “I mean, he is so strong and confident…”

“You’re bloody killing me!”

“OK, I can’t believe I’m about to say this out loud, but the day I laid eyes on him, I completely lost it for Karl.”

Hannah’s face twisted, and for a second, she was certain she had misheard the Arcadian noblewoman. “What? You're screwing with me!”

Maddie’s face was deadpan, but only for a second before she bent over giggling.

Hannah screamed and swatted at Maddie’s arm before the women broke into uncontrollable laughter.

“You’re such a douche nugget.”

At that, Maddie took a bow. “And proud of it. I’m amazed that you believed me.”

Hannah started walking again, trying to control her laughter. “I don’t know… Maybe you have some sort of short-man fetish and like the way he talks about his war hammer.”

“Sick,” Maddie cried.

“Very sick,” Hannah agreed, still laughing. “And very unlike you!”

“I know. I guess all that time hanging around with you rebels has really perverted my virtuous nature.” Maddie laughed and then fell into silence for a few paces. “Seriously, though, when I was a little girl, I did what all the other noble girls did—played house with my dolls and had tea parties with my girlfriends in the Quarter. I always imagined myself being like those dolls, settling in with a husband, having children. You know, that picture of the good life.”

“We never really had that picture down in the Boulevard,” Hannah answered.

Maddie nodded, slightly embarrassed. “Sorry. Sometimes I forget how different our upbringings were.”

“Nah. Don’t mention it.”

The women kept walking, and finally Maddie continued, “As I got older, things got more complicated with my mother’s death and then Eve’s sickness. I never minded the responsibility. Hell, they would have given everything for me. But the circumstances made boys, and later, men, a low priority.”

Hannah nodded. “Then we’re not so different after all. So, enough about boys. Let’s talk about magic.”

“Magic?”

Hannah shrugged. “Yeah. Why did you never study? You’re old enough to be enrolled at the Academy, and you would have gotten in without a problem. And you’re smart. Could’ve been somebody important in the Capitol.”

“You mean like Adrien?” Maddie laughed uncomfortably, knowing how sensitive a subject the Chancellor was for Hannah. “Adrien was actually part of the reason I never studied. Well, I guess Aunt Eve was. She knew Adrien well, probably better than most. She had watched everything from the beginning, and knew what kind of a man he was. When it came down to it, she realized that I could have a good life without magic. At least that’s what I assume.”

“Needless to say, your aunt made a good decision. I guess she experienced what the Academy could turn people into. Adrien did spend his life trying to remake his students in his own image.”

Maddie nodded and then pointed into the distance. “Is that our farm?”

Hannah scanned the horizon, looking for any other buildings in sight. But the only one was a simple farmhouse with smoke drifting lazily into the air from its lone chimney. From their vantage point on the rise they could make out neat rows already plowed into the winter dirt and fence lines marking the farmer’s borders.

“I assume it is,” Hannah responded. “Let’s go see if the farmer is truly sympathetic. Keep an eye on me, though. Follow my lead. I’ll feel the situation out as we go. We can’t be too careful.”

Maddie nodded as the women crossed the pasture toward the farmhouse with Sal on their heels.




















CHAPTER ELEVEN




Standing at the bottom of the tower stairs, Parker watched as Marcus lined up their crew of fighters. 

He grinned, proud of the initiative these women exhibited. Each two arm lengths from the one adjacent, they faced a row of objects—old pots, chunks of concrete, and other artifacts from the tower whose original uses were indiscernible. An enormous rotten gourd nearly the size of his head sat at the end of the row. 

Hannah and Maddie were off looking for local help, while Ezekiel and Gregory were looking for assistance from farther away. It was up to Parker and Marcus to prepare their people as best they could, on the assumption that no help was coming their way.

Marcus shouted instructions down the line as he demonstrated the proper stance to maintain while holding a magitech weapon—knees slightly bent, legs spread shoulder-width apart, left foot forward.

“Now, depending on the size of your weapon, the kick will be of varied strength,” Marcus said, with their eyes on him.

A thick woman in the middle of the crowd raised her hand.

“Yes?” Marcus called on her, ready to convey the wisdom he had gathered over a decade and a half of serving in the Guard.

“I’m glad you brought this up, sir.” Her face twitched as she tried to keep it straight. “The girls and I have been discussing the size of your weapon.”

“And the force of its kick,” another chimed in.

The ladies of the Boulevard, never shy, broke into laughter. A few of the youngest girls glanced at each other, not quite understanding.

Parker was shocked to see Marcus’s face turn a shade of pink. With so many years among soldiers he was used to crass mouths, but they were typically attached to the bodies of other men.

“Good one,” he admitted with a nod. “But if we don’t get our shit together, and fast, my weapon’s going to get blasted off before anyone gets the privilege of experiencing its kick. So, let’s bloody focus, shall we?”

“Yes, sir. I am inspired by your worthy cause,” the woman replied with a wink.

Ignoring her, Marcus got back into the basic firing position and pointed the end of the magitech gun at the gourd. “Someday, hopefully soon, you’ll be running and gunning. But for now, we work on the fundamentals.” 

He leveled the weapon and fired, blasting the gourd to bits. His students applauded as they saw that he had carved a face into his target.

“Looks easy,” the thick woman commented.

“We’ll see.” Marcus grinned. “Now…ready!”

The women raised their weapons, tucking the butt-end into their armpits.

“Aim!”

Some looked around at their friends, while others brought a cheek to the stock of their devices of destruction.

“Fire!”

Just after his command, all hell broke loose. Blue streams of energy darted in every direction. Barrels flew toward the sky in the hands of a few who lacked all control. One woman, tall and slender, got knocked on her ass. Out of all the shots fired, only one clay jar shattered.

“Damn,” Parker said, “nice work, Krystal.”

Parker’s favorite grinned with pride. “Thank you, sir.”

“The rest of you have a lot of work to do. Keep after it until you hit your mark. These guns are state of the art, and they should have plenty of charge.” He glanced at Parker, looking on from the tower. “Krystal, walk them through it. I’ll be back.”

He left his crew to practice as he strode toward Parker.

“Not bad,” Parker said.

Marcus shook his head. “You’re shitting me, right?”

“Do I look like the kind of guy who would lie to you?”

Marcus laughed. “You look like the kind of guy who would trick a grandmother out of her undergarments.” 

Parker smiled. “I only did that once.” The raid on Arcadia had made the two closer in just a few hours, and they were already starting to enjoy working together. Parker’s misgivings had vanished, and he was learning to trust the man’s experience.

“They’ll get it,” Marcus said. “Well enough to fire into a line of oncoming Guards, anyway. That’s all we need.”

Parker looked at the women, many of whom were mothers and friends he had grown up with in the Boulevard. They were all tough, formed like gemstones by the pressures of hard lives. But they were his people, and he couldn’t help being concerned.

“If we put them out there like that, they’ll be sitting ducks. Magitech is powerful, but it has its disadvantages. For one, it leaves a pretty clear trail. Out in the open, I bet that Adrien’s men target our gunners first. And they know how to shoot. Our people won’t make it long enough for any one of them to make a damned difference.”

Marcus stood shoulder to shoulder with Parker, watching the troops. Krystal walked the line, helping each one adjust her stance and the alignment of her gun.

“I know life in the Boulevard was bad,” he finally said, “but it’s still nothing like war. We’re not getting out of this without casualties.”

Parker’s throat grew tight. “No shit. But I’m not going to send them into the middle of the field as sacrifices to Adrien’s men. Not a chance.” His eyes moved to the thick woods beyond the frozen practice field. “But if we’re smart, we just might be able to use the magitech and our badass Boulevardians in a much more suitable way.”

Following Parker’s line of sight, Marcus smiled. “I like your thinking.”

“Not mine. Gregory mentioned leveraging our terrain. I’m beginning to see what he meant.” He nodded to the women. “Get the basics down as fast as possible. I don’t need them to shoot well, just to keep their cool while doing it.”

“What are you going to do?”

“I’m going to take a walk in the woods.”

The two parted ways. Parker walked to the tree line, imagining a new kind of battlefield for a new kind of war.

****

Gregory’s eyes shot open as a hand clasped over his mouth. The magitech lights were on again, illuminating the large figure hovering above him. Without his glasses it was hard to make out the man’s features, but Gregory could see one thing—a knife glimmering in the light of the magitech.

“This one is for Arcadia, traitor,” the gruff voice said.

Gregory pitched around in his bed, trying to break free of the man’s grip. During his attempts to move he realized that the man’s knee was braced on his chest. There was no way out.

This was the end.

Strangely, he didn’t think of his family, or of Hannah, or anybody else. The only thing he could think of was Arcadia, and what would happen to her now that he was no longer part of the revolution.

The man drew back, eyes wide. Just before it plunged toward Gregory’s defenseless chest, the weapon began to shake. The attacker stared at the knife, confused, as if it hung in the air of its own accord, no longer obeying his command. Slowly it turned backward, and as the man opened his mouth to scream, the knife sank into his throat and he bled out while still trying to shout a warning. The lifeless body dropped onto Gregory, who did all he could not to shriek in fear.

“Gregory, let’s go,” a voice whispered.

It sounded strange, but he knew immediately that it was Ezekiel and his magic who saved him from certain death. Pushing with all his might, he rolled the dead man off him and onto the floor. Gregory groped around and finally found his glasses on the side table. He shoved them onto his face and everything came into focus.

“Dammit, boy. We need to get out of here. I have no idea how many more there might be,” the magician yelled.

Gregory pulled on his boots, then grabbed his own knife, which was sitting on the bedside table. He sprang to his feet, energized by fear and confusion.

“What the hell?”

“Matthias,” Ezekiel said. “Damn fool must be in Adrien’s pocket after all. I don’t know, maybe the whole damn town is. What I do know is that we have to get out of here as quickly as possible.”

Ezekiel turned for the door. Gregory required no more encouragement than that; he was right on the magician's heels. They moved down the hall as quickly as stealth would allow. Turning into a stairwell, Gregory took the steps two at a time with the dagger in front of him. He had gone through a few lessons with Karl, but he didn’t expect to be able to do much of anything with the blade. Sure, he could stab wildly about and hope to get lucky, but Gregory had never considered himself a particularly lucky individual.

Stepping off the bottom stair, they turned for the front door. There was a long haul between them and their escape. Treading down the corridor shoulder to shoulder, the rebels froze as a half-dozen men entered the hallway in front of them.

“Get behind me, Gregory!”

He complied. The look in Ezekiel’s eyes made him realize that it was no time for heroics.

The magician’s eyes blazed red as he raised his hands to either side of him. Fear captured the men of Villgen, and they froze in their tracks.

“I see that you have been possessed by the devil,” Ezekiel said. “What was it that he offered you? What was it that Adrien could give the people here that true freedom wouldn’t afford you?”

They chose to attack rather than answer, and charged down the hall.

“Go to hell where you belong!” Ezekiel screamed, and he shoved his hands toward the men.

Blue light shot from his fingertips and a ball of power rolled through the men. It was large, and the narrow hallway left them no room to hide.

Gregory covered his face with his arm, afraid of being blinded by Ezekiel’s pure power. He had never seen the man so angry. When he looked again, the attackers had been torn apart by the magic.

He looked at Ezekiel, whose face was drawn from the excessive use of power.

“Ezekiel…”

“Stay close to me, son.”

They ran down the hall, leaping over the pile of human flesh near the end. As they rounded the corner, Gregory saw the one thing standing between him and freedom.

Matthias.

But the man wasn’t the same as he had been earlier that evening. In place of the hunched-over sloppy old man stood someone who looked a bit more like Adrien. He was tall, and his white hair and beard now looked distinguished. His previous appearance had been part of a ruse, and both Ezekiel and Gregory had been taken in by it.

“Step aside, old friend, or this night will be your last.” Ezekiel’s voice was pure ice, and the sound sent a shiver through Gregory’s spine.

A sneer crept across the man’s face. “Ah! The Founder has spoken and I must comply. Is that how it works, Ezekiel? You were always a self-righteous sonofabitch, even forty years ago when the first stones were laid for the wall. I thought your travels throughout Irth would have taught you a thing or two. But that must be my job.”

Matthias snapped his arms to his sides, and pure black covered his eyes.

“By the Matriarch!” Ezekiel shouted. “What possessed you to do this?”

“Still believing in children’s stories, are we, Ezekiel? Let me show you real power.”

Ezekiel spun toward Gregory. Grabbing him by the cloak, he threw the boy into an open room like a ragdoll.

“Stay there!” he screamed. With a flick of his fingers, the door slammed shut and was locked with magic.

Gregory dropped to the ground as he heard the shouts of the magicians and the melee of magical battle commence.

****

“Stand down, Matthias, and I might not flay you alive,” Ezekiel demanded. His eyes glowed fiery red, and his voice bellowed like a god’s.

Matthias passed balls of fire from hand to hand like a juggler in the market in Arcadia. He laughed. “Always thought so much of yourself, haven’t you, my old friend? And here you are, coming to me, thinking that I would curl up for you like some pathetic lapdog. Well, a lot has happened since you left Arcadia all those years ago, and many of us have grown stronger than you ever thought we would. You may have been the strongest back then, but you had a head start.” He threw a ball just over Ezekiel’s head and shattered the plastered wall, causing him to duck. “But I’ll make you a deal. Give yourself up, let me bind you and the boy, and I won’t kill you. You’ll make a fine present for the Chancellor, pay him back for all that he has given me over the years.”

Ezekiel brushed the broken plaster out of his hair and beard. Standing straight, he said, “Your mind has been poisoned, Matthias. And I can’t say that I am too surprised. You were always weaker than the rest of us. But Adrien’s way, their way, will not lead toward a good life. You follow that road, and it will ensure your destruction as well.”

Matthias shrugged. “Maybe. But probably not. You see, Ezekiel, you rest on a bed of assumptions that have not been tested and, I assure you, are not true. You have a set of ideals, and, to be honest, I respect you for them. The problem is, it’s the wrong set. Join us. Let me talk to Adrien on your behalf. With the three of us working together, our kingdom would know no borders. And isn’t that what you always wanted?”

“Power? You are a fool if you think that was my goal.”

Matthias laughed. “Call it what you want. Sure, Adrien wants power. I want to grow my little city here out in the west. You? You want peace. Join us, and we will help you achieve that peace.”

Ezekiel’s eyes narrowed. “Your idea of peace only comes on the heels of death for those who oppose it. I would die before joining Adrien, which I now gather includes joining you.”

“Then you will die!” Matthias shouted as he launched another fireball, this one larger than its predecessor.

Ezekiel dove out of the way and tucked into a roll. He sprang to his feet with the dexterity of a man half his age.

“Not bad, old friend,” Matthias said.

“I might be old, but I am no friend of yours.”

Ezekiel spun his staff overhead, and the walls began to shake. As Matthias prepared to throw another fireball, Ezekiel’s staff finished its arc, and he pointed toward the man he once knew. The very fabric of the house seemed to answer Ezekiel’s call. Furniture and floorboards alike flew toward Matthias, crashing into the old man and slamming him into the wall. 

He hung there, pinned by broken wood as Ezekiel stepped closer, staff pointed forward. 

“Yield,” Ezekiel yelled. “I do not want to destroy you.”

The man choked out a laugh. “That’s all you’ve ever been good for, Ezekiel. Destruction. We built this place while you were off who knows where. I’m proud of my work and proud of what I’ve built, even if I’ve had to partner with that weasel from Arcadia. But I’ll be damned if I will let some crazy drifter ruin what we’ve put in place here.”

As he spoke, Matthias managed to push out with his hands, shattering the wood that held him. He landed on the floor and looked up at Ezekiel. 

Ezekiel’s face glowed like the harvest moon, his eyes burning red. Raising both hands up over his head, he drew on a type of energy he hadn’t for years. A green orb formed in his hand.

“Sometimes you need to tear down before you can start over!” he shouted. 

He flung his energy down onto the man. Matthias’s eyes covered over in black as he blocked the attack. Ezekiel’s power poured around him. 

“It is over!” Ezekiel screamed.

“I can hold this all day,” Matthias said with a grin. “At least long enough for the guards to arrive.”

Ezekiel’s face softened, his mouth turning up at the edges. “Then we’ll just have to end it now.”

At that, Ezekiel reversed his attack. Instead of pushing down on Matthias, he shot the green fire into the ceiling. Matthias’s eyes opened wide as the weight of the building fell on top of him. 

Ezekiel ran as wood and brick rained down upon him. Gregory came tumbling out of the room just as Ezekiel arrived. 

“What the hell?” Gregory shouted.

“No time! I think we’ve overstayed our welcome.” Ezekiel grabbed Gregory’s arm and pulled him toward the door while holding his staff overhead. A faint glow surrounded them, warding off falling debris.

The two men reached an outer wall just as the hallway behind them collapsed.

“Now what?” Gregory asked, looking left and right for some way out of the death trap. 

Ezekiel gripped his staff near the bottom with both hands. “Now, we get the hell out of here. Stand back!” he yelled. Then, with a grunt, he swung his staff into the wall. It shattered like glass.

As they ran outside, the rest of the building sank in upon itself. Ezekiel watched for a second, then turned and began walking briskly toward the town gates.

Gregory stumbled past, still dazed by what had just happened. 

“Where are we going?” he asked.

“Where else?” Ezekiel muttered in reply. “We’re going into the Dark Forest. I hope you got some rest, because we’re going to need it.”




















CHAPTER TWELVE




The moon was already past its peak by the time they reached the forest. At Ezekiel’s insistence, they had made the remainder of the trek in darkness, the path illuminated only by the stars. 

After Matthias’s betrayal, Gregory could understand Ezekiel’s extra caution.

But walking in the dark had its disadvantages, and Gregory nearly crashed into the wall of trees and undergrowth that suddenly blocked their path.

Gregory stared at the monstrous plants—each huge in their own right, and growing unnaturally close together. Thick vines covered in large, jagged thorns wrapped themselves around the base of the trees, completing the message of “Do not mess with us.” Gregory could see no way through. The wall of spike-like thorns, trees, and plants seemed to be too thick to cut through, not that they had a weapon capable of something like that.

“Holy shit,” Gregory whispered in awe as he took a step backward.

Ezekiel only laughed. “Indeed. I have to say, it’s a far more efficient defense than digging stones out of the ground to shape into a wall.”

“Not to mention more terrifying,” Gregory replied. “How the hell are we going to get through there?” An image of crawling and stumbling through foliage as tight as that, with thick inch-long thorns stabbing into his hands and sides at every step filled Gregory’s mind.

“This may be magic unlike any you’ve seen before, but the druids are people just like you or me. Well, maybe not just like you or me. But regardless, people don’t build a wall without also creating a gate. Observe.”

Ezekiel handed Gregory his staff, then stepped up to the largest and nearest tree. He placed his open palms against the trunk and closed his eyes. After what felt like hours but was probably only minutes, Gregory noticed a slight change in the verdant wall. It was subtle, and had Gregory not been staring intently, he might have missed it. Slowly but surely, a gap widened between several of the trees. The thorny vines disentangled themselves from the tree roots and shrubs, and the path opened before them. 

Ezekiel turned back to Gregory and smiled, his eyes glowing a fiery red. 

“As I said, my boy, there’s nothing to it if you know the way.”

“Well, I’m sure glad you’re here to keep us safe, because there is no way I could have done that.”

“Safe?” Ezekiel asked. “Who said anything about being safe? I’ve found the way in, not the way out. Best be on our guard.”

Gregory’s mouth hung open a little as Ezekiel turned and entered the forest. He couldn’t quite tell if the old man was joking, but he hoped to the Matriarch and the Patriarch he wouldn’t have to find out. 

The lush canopy overhead made it almost impossible to see the stars, and they were soon plunged into almost total darkness. Ezekiel spun his hand and opened it palm up. A tiny glow of blue light danced there, just above his skin. He pushed it skyward and nodded in approval as the ball lit up the area around and ahead of them.

“I doubt anyone from Villgen will follow us in here. And it’s more than worth the risk to get a good look at the place.”

Gregory gazed around and inspected the forest, at least as far as the floating orb’s light would allow. Branches hung like the arms of skeletons, and he could hear movement in the brush beyond his line of sight.

He gritted his teeth and followed the mad old man farther and farther in.

Gregory’s legs felt like lead by the time Ezekiel finally stopped in a small clearing. Although the undergrowth was far less dense here than at the entrance to the forest, the path had all but disappeared.

“Well,” Ezekiel said, dropping his pack to the ground, “no sense getting lost by stumbling around in the dark. We may as well set up camp here and try and get some rest. It’s not nearly as comfortable as a bed in Villgen, but at least our necks won’t be sliced open in our sleep.”

“You sure about that?”

Ezekiel laughed. “Perfectly.”

Dropping his own pack, Gregory waited for direction. Ezekiel said, “I’ll build a shelter if you work on dinner. Sound good?”

Gregory’s stomach growled, confirming his answer. They had eaten at Matthias’ house, but between the unexpected melee and the late-night hike, he felt like he could eat a wild boar. Walking the perimeter of the illuminated area, he collected sticks and deposited each of them in a spot under the tree. He pulled out his tinder-box and started to work. He knew he could cast fire—he had done it a few times before—but didn’t want to risk embarrassment in front of the master.

Hearing the clicking of flint and steel, Ezekiel spun. His eyes caught the pile of dried kindling gathered at the boy's feet. “Actually, you’d better hold off on that a second.”

Gregory held up the fire tools and furrowed his brow. “What is it?”

Ezekiel stepped forward and knelt next to the sticks Gregory had gathered. Once again he closed his eyes, this time placing his hands directly on the forest floor. After a minute, he stood back up. 

“There,” he said. “We should be good to go. It’s always worthwhile to show your respect for what the forest offers us. You never know who or what is listening.”

As the magician went back to constructing their shelter, Gregory laid out their dinner of bread, dried meats, and their last skin of ale. Glancing at Ezekiel, he saw the man coaxing a few small trees to lean over, creating an interesting work of magical architecture. 

The Founder was full of surprises, and Gregory was drawn in by all of them. 

After finishing his work, Ezekiel joined Gregory by the fire. The old man’s knees cracked as he settled on the soft ground. Propping his pack against a lone rock, he leaned back against it with a long sigh. He reached out his hand, and Gregory instinctively filled it with the skin of ale. The mystics weren’t the only ones who eased their minds with drink. Once his tongue was suitably moistened, he pulled out his pipe and sated another of his habits.

While the man went about his nightly routine, Gregory’s eyes scanned the edge of the forest. He wasn’t sure what he was looking for, but he had heard stories about the druids since he was a young child. Fearful of seeing a dozen sets of glowing eyes peering at him, he kept his knife close to his side.

“Will they be expecting us?” he finally asked.

Ezekiel blew three perfect rings into the firelight. “The druids?” He laughed. “Hell, they already know we’re here.”

Craning his neck, Gregory looked again for eyes in the trees. “Have you seen one since we’ve been here?”

With the pipe nestled in the side of his mouth, the old man smiled. “Not yet. Doesn’t matter, though. They have their ways. You must remember, the druids have a deep bond with the forest. Once we set foot within its boundary, they had word of our trespassing.”

“Trespassing?” Gregory swallowed hard. “Exactly how concerned should I be?”

“You take too many of your fairy tales to heart, son. The druids are not unlike you and me. Well, especially you. Did you know they were once city dwellers too?”

“Wait. What?” Gregory continued to rip a piece of bread, but kept his eyes fastened on Ezekiel. 

While he had heard many tales about the druid people who inhabited the Dark Forest, none of them had included any connection to his home city.

Ezekiel could see the confusion in the young man’s face. “This story is fascinating, but I should be able to keep it short.”

“You never kept it short in class,” Gregory said with a grin.

“Ah, well, I was playing the part of a professor. We all know they are a bunch of long-winded pompous asses, now don’t we?” He winked at his companion.

A branch cracked in the distance, causing Gregory to jump. He convinced himself it was only an animal and not one of the people of the forest about whom he was learning the true story for the first time. Ezekiel paid it no heed and continued without missing a beat.

“You already know that after years with Lilith, when I was about your age, I left her tutelage and returned to the Arcadian Valley.”

Gregory nodded. “When you ended the Age of Madness.”

Sucking on his pipe, he nearly choked on hearing the words. “Well, like calling our craft ‘magic,’ I guess that was the easiest way to tell the tale, and if I were a humbler man, perhaps I would set it straight.” He inspected Gregory’s face as the young man shifted in discomfort. “Let’s just say that Lilith had more to do with the cure than I did. And the cure was technological, like the Madness itself. Perhaps one day we will get into those details, as much as I even understand them.”

Gregory leaned back against the trunk of the oak. His mind raced, already trying to engineer an answer for how a worldwide antidote might have been administered.

“After all that, I made my home among a small group living in what would soon be called the Arcadian Valley. People started to join in pairs at first, and then tens. Soon we had ourselves a proper village. I set about teaching them to control and direct the power inside of all of us. This is, of course, when Adrien first came into the fold.”

A chill ran up Gregory’s spine when he heard the master speak the name of his former student.

“I tried to teach all that I knew, but it was like any other subject—some really take to one thing, some to another. Before long, my students had divided themselves into small groups, each focusing on one area of magic. And after some time, the groups began to disagree with one another over the direction the city should take. They each longed for something different.” He paused and stared into the boughs of the trees above, which were illuminated by their fire. “I’m sure humans have been doing that since even before the Age of Madness. Gathering together, like to like, and avoiding or hating those different from them. I stayed in Arcadia, and two other groups left, one to the Heights and one—”

“To the Dark Forest,” Gregory interjected. 

Ezekiel grinned and nodded, pleased by the boy's sharp mind. “Indeed. And just as our lives were lived in different geographies, our magic continued to follow unique paths. The Arcadians, needing to build walls of protection in the lowlands, naturally mastered what we now call physical magic. The mystics, needing space to pursue their mental arts, retreated to the Heights. And the druids, well, their magic took on a distinct flavor that was shaped by this very forest.” Ezekiel swept his hand around him, indicating the forest and its inhabitants.

Gregory leaned his head against the tree. It was all far simpler than he ever imagined. Just like some craftsmen specialized in magitech weapons while others spent their time making magitech tools or luxury items, the technology that fueled magic could also be specialized. “But if we share a common ancestry, why do they hate Arcadia so much?”

“Hate us?” Ezekiel’s brow furrowed, making the lines in his face look infinitely deep. “I’m not sure I would say they hate Arcadians. At least they didn’t back in my day. In fact, when I left Arcadia, the druids, mystics, and Arcadians maintained a somewhat healthy trading relationship.”

Gregory shook his head. “I don’t think anyone in the city has ever set foot in the Forest, at least not during my lifetime. Or if they have, they didn’t live to tell the tale, as they say. I’ve only ever heard that the druids were violent, spiteful creatures who would kill an Arcadian on sight.”

Drawing more deeply on the pipe, Ezekiel nodded. “While the friendship between the Arcadians and druids may have ended, I imagine your Chancellor had more to do with it than the druids. He was always suspicious of any power other than his own. I’d wager that he cut ties with them and allowed rumors like that to spread around the city, in order for him to better maintain his power. But the druids are good people. They wouldn’t hurt us if—”

Before Ezekiel could finish his words, the forest came alive around them. The trees began to shake, and long vines whipped around Gregory like iron chains, binding him tightly to the tree behind him. He panicked and tried to resist the assault, but it was useless. The fierce green vines held him captive. 

He looked at Ezekiel in desperation.  He was wrapped up in the same fashion, lashed to the rock against which he reclined. But unlike Gregory’s, Ezekiel’s face was as serene as a mystic’s. 

His eyes flashed red, and the corners of his mouth turned up. “Ah, Elysia, I was wondering when you were going to come out and join us. You’ve certainly changed since the last time I saw you.” He looked down at the vines holding him in place. “Is all this really necessary?”

Without a sound, a woman stepped out of the shadows into the light of their fire. She looked to be about Gregory’s mother’s age, but unlike Monica, this woman was thin and graceful, decked in garments of green and brown as if she were a part of the forest itself. A bow and a quiver of arrows were slung on her back.

“Strange things have been afoot in the Arcadian Valley. You must forgive me, Founder, but I’m not the child you once knew. Sometimes hospitality must take a back seat to caution.” Her eyes flashed green and the vines tightened around both men. 

“So,” she started, “what the hell are you doing here?”




















CHAPTER THIRTEEN




Hannah knew shit-all about farming, but the land seemed tidy, which made her assume that the person who worked it also cared about it. 

Hannah smiled, imagining that such care would be similar to what the druids must offer to their forest. She thought of Ezekiel and Gregory and their mission to the Dark Forest. They were probably having a wonderful time. For a beat, she considered saying a prayer to the Matriarch and then remembered that the jury was still out on her existence, at least as far as Hannah was concerned.

As she and Maddie rounded the corner of a small outbuilding, she spied the caretaker of the land, a farmer with wispy white hair. He was splitting wood with a fire in an open pit nearby to warm his hands between swings of the maul. 

Hannah’s eyes flashed red as she slipped into his mind, trying to judge what kind of a man he was; if his thoughts ran toward violence. But there were no such thoughts, just the words of an old folk tune the man sang to himself as he labored.

“Hello,” Hannah called out as they got close. She didn’t want to startle him too much.

The man rested the maul on his shoulder and shaded his eyes with the flat of his hand to watch the sojourners approaching. She could see his face twist as he tried to place the two women casually walking onto his property. 

His gaze focused beyond them and his eyes grew wide as they landed on the dragon.

Holding the tool up as a weapon, the old man shook. “What hell is that?”

Hannah held her hands up in a sign of peace. “He is…well, he’s a dragon. My dragon.”

“What the hell?”

Hannah smiled. “Don’t worry. Sal follows my orders.”

“Is he safe?” The farmer’s voice trembled as he spoke.

“Safe?” Hannah glanced over her shoulder. “Kind of. I guess it depends on what you plan to do with that maul.”

The man dropped the tool and stared at the women. “Who the hell are you?” His face showed confusion. “What are you doing out here in the middle of nowhere?”

It struck Hannah just how odd the experience must be for him. Maybe Sal wasn’t a great diplomat. “Don’t be afraid. We are friends. Arcadians. We come in peace, with news and a request.”

“Arcadia…” The man’s voice held some apprehension. “Haven’t been to town for years. Used to go in to trade, back when the wheat grew like weeds. Now, I just grow enough for us.”

“Well then, there’s a good chance we may have eaten your wheat at some point. My name is Hannah, and this is Maddie.”

His face softened as he stared at the young woman. “This may sound strange—well, not as strange as a dragon, I guess—but have we met before? You look so familiar.”

Maddie shook her head. “I’m afraid not. But people always told me that I looked like my aunt, Eve.”

“Eve...that’s a name I haven’t heard in years. My wife, Matriarch rest her soul, and she were friends of sorts back when we lived in the city. Was the only noble to give Colleen the time of day. How is Eve?”

With her eyes on the ground and her throat tight with sorrow, Maddie spoke. “Sadly, she has gone to join your wife in the Beyond. Just this fall, before the first snow.”

Taking his hat off, the man spat on the ground. His brow furrowed. “Damn shame. Eve was one of the best. If all Arcadians were like her, I might not have left.” He gritted his teeth and placed his hat back on his balding head. “But I apologize for making you stand here in the cold. What kind of shitty host am I? Come now, come to my house. We will have tea, and if it suits you, something a bit stronger to take the chill off.”

Hannah looked at Sal, mostly to shield her eyes flashing red as she took a moment to step into the old farmer’s mind. His thoughts were dark with sorrow. 

Turning back to him, she said, “We would be honored to come under your roof…”

“Henry. Name’s Henry, but most folks call me Hank.”

He led them toward the house, walking with a slight limp from a lifetime of fighting the hard ground for nourishment. Glancing over his shoulder at Sal, he asked, “That thing housebroke?”

Hannah giggled as her dragon groaned in the back of his throat. “Sal’s a perfect gentleman, Hank.”

“Good. I’ll let ‘im curl up by the hearth as long as he don’t bug the cats any.”

They stepped over the threshold into a tiny kitchen that also served as the dining room. As tidy as the fields, the ambiance of Henry’s house set Hannah at ease.

The old man stoked the fire, dropping more dry logs onto it, which caused the flames to crackle and dance. A kettle, black with soot, hung on a cast iron hook. Henry gave it a push, and it settled into its place over the fire. He waved at the chairs around the oak table, worn from service to an honest family for decades. The women took the invitation and sat. Hannah chose the seat facing the door.

She mostly trusted him, but she didn’t know anything about the man or who else might be on the property. With this in mind, she asked, “Are you alone then, Hank?”

Pushing a cat off another chair, he sat. “Nah. Don’t know if I would make it out here on my lonesome. These open lowlands would drive a man like me crazy as a remnant. My granddaughters are here, out on the back forty mending the fence right now.”

Hannah nodded and glanced over at Maddie, who still had teary eyes from thinking of her aunt. 

“Now,” he said, grabbing a bottle from a side table along with three glasses, “let’s drink to Eve before we have a proper cup of afternoon tea.” He grinned widely as he poured a thick stout into each glass. Raising his own, he said, “To Eve and to Arcadia, may she forever stand.” He tilted his glass and took a long swallow, wiping his mouth with the back of his hand when he finished.

Hannah and Maddie raised their own and followed his lead. The stout was like nothing she’d ever tasted. The flavor was thick and rich, but the liquid went down her throat with an alcoholic burn that tore like one of her fireballs. “To Eve!” She coughed.

Henry laughed deeply. “Good, right? Oh, I don’t let the girls have any of this. Would knock ‘em on their little asses faster than they could say Queen’s Boulevard. But I like it strong. Make it myself. And I figured if you two wandered all the way out here on your own, you must be tough as nails.”

“It’s, ah, good,” Hannah wheezed, throat still burning from the brew. 

The farmer eyed Hannah. “I know she,” he jutted his chin toward Maddie, “is kin to Eve. But who the hell are you?”

“I’m…just Hannah.”

“No one’s just anyone. Who’s your father?”

“Arnold, from the Boulevard.”

Henry looked up at the rafters as if he could see right through them. “Doesn’t ring a bell, but I’ve been gone so damn long, I probably wouldn’t recognize Adrien if the fool kicked me in the ass. But how’d a Boulevard girl meet Ms. Maddie here?”

“Well, that is a long story, sir. I guess it all started the day I met Ezekiel.”

Spitting out his brew, he nearly jumped from his seat. “Ezekiel! No shit? You know old Zeke?”

Hannah laughed, finally hearing someone else call him that. She nodded, beaming with delight. “I do indeed. He has become my teacher.”

Henry took another long drink, emptied his mug, and poured himself another. “Who hasn’t been taught by the Founder?” He made air quotes as he finished the sentence. “I knew that old badger when we were both barely had hair on our unmentionables…” Henry turned red and glanced over at Maddie. “Pardon me, miss. The brew takes my tongue first.”

She smiled back at him. “No problem, I have friends who could curse that tongue of yours under the table.”

“Well, I’ll try not to take that as a challenge, then. How is Ezekiel? Wait, don’t tell me he’s dead now, too.”

“No,” Hannah shook her head. “Very much alive. In fact, he’s the reason we are here.”

The three of them settled in, the ladies with a cup of herbal tea and Henry with another mug of the hard stuff. Hannah told the entire story as concisely as she was able. Henry asked questions along the way, and interjected his own commentary. 

“Adrien,” he finally spat. “That good-for-nothing sonofabitch. Should have seen this coming when he was just a kid.” 

As if on cued by Henry’s mention of that name, Sal sat up with a jolt, knocking a bench by the fire over. He cocked his head and craned his neck to look out the window.

“Someone’s here,” Hannah said with a start. 

Maddie rushed to the window, pulled the curtains back slightly, and peered out. 

“Probably just the girls back from their chores,” Henry said with a wave of his hands. 

“Don’t think so,” Maddie replied. “Unless your granddaughters are also Capitol Guards.”

Hannah was on her feet in no time, examining the house more carefully. Her eyes cut to Henry, and she couldn’t help but wonder if her mystical magic had betrayed her; if he had somehow signaled for them.

Henry shuffled to the window, pulling the curtain wide open. There was real concern on his face, and it didn’t take a mystic to see that he was not expecting this. Spinning on his heel, he grunted. “Those assholes. Quick, come with me.”

He grabbed Maddie by the arm and led her across the room, Hannah close behind. Eyeing the barnboard walls, he found the perfect spot and pushed. A hidden door instantly replied to the force and sprang open. The chamber was small, hardly big enough for the three of them. 

“Get in, and bring your…” his eyes slid to Sal, who was standing at attention, “thing with you.”

Hannah gave a whistle and pushed Sal in first. Hannah and Maddie squeezed in behind. 

Henry’s slurred speech was gone, and he looked as sober as one of the Prophet’s disciples. “Whatever happens, stay in here. I’ve dealt with them before. Today is no different.”

Before they could protest, Henry closed the hidden door and shut them into the darkness.

****

Light streamed through the cracks in the door of the hidden chamber. Hannah’s hands shook as she second-guessed her choice to trust the farmer. She didn’t know him from the Patriarch, and her mental arts were mediocre at best. If the Capitol Guards on the property were in fact in collusion with him, they were as good as imprisoned and prepared for deportation back to Arcadia and into the hands of Adrien.

The muffled sound of pounding on the front door made its way into their hiding place. She could feel Maddie flinch with each knock of the Guard’s heavy fist.

“Open up, Hank,” a gruff voice shouted.

Hannah closed an eye and shifted her body to the left. She could just barely make out a portion of the room through the sliver of space between the boards. Watching Henry exhale and pace to the door, she held her breath.

“Keep your pants on!” he shouted as he reached for the latch.

The latch snapped open and the door creaked, followed by the sound of multiple boots entering the house without being welcomed by its owner. She could hear one man walk the perimeter of the room as though taking in the scene. Pausing by the hidden door, she could hear him breathing.

“Hank, we’re early this month, as you can see.”

Henry forced a grin and ran his hand across his unshaven face. “Hard not to notice, when you’re standing in my damn kitchen. We had an agreement. I don’t have enough to give you right now.”

“Come on now, Hank. Let’s be friendly about this whole thing. Sometimes agreements can flex, or even bend. Better than breaking, don’t you think?” the lead Guard asked.

Hannah’s mind was racing. She tried to figure out what exactly this agreement was about, and what the old farmer or his two granddaughters might have to offer the Capitol and its Guard. It was no matter, they were there, and Hannah and her friend were screwed. She shifted her weight, sliding her open eye back and forth across the plane of the door. Each crack between the boards gave her a new perspective on the room. As far she could tell, there were three Guards, at least inside.

“Besides, we're not here to collect your tax. We just want some information. Not sure if you heard, but since last time we came, there was a bit of a scuffle in Arcadia.” There was a hint of sarcasm in the man’s voice. He certainly wouldn’t mention that Adrien had a flying death machine he’d used on his own city to the people in the outlying lands.

Henry raised his eyebrows, trying to look surprised. Hannah hoped that he was a skilled actor. “I don’t hear much from the city these days, Lenny. What kind of scuffle you speaking of?”

“The kind that could lead to a greater insurrection.” The man’s voice grew harsher as the conversation continued. “Seems a few radicals decided it was time to try and overthrow the Chancellor and the Governor. Some people just can’t admit how good they have it. Didn’t get very far before their plans were foiled, but we’re combing the countryside, hitting up the farms and villages. A handful of the scum are still on the run.”

Removing his hat, Henry smoothed his balding head with his right hand and then scratched his chin. “Well, damn. Haven’t heard of any insurrection, or any news at all for that matter. It’s been pretty quiet out here.” He let out a nervous laugh. “But hell, that’s why I moved here in the first place. Arcadia was never the place for me. I prefer the simple life to the hustle and bustle of the city. Bring in enough people over the years and eventually something like this was bound to happen.”

It was the Guard’s turn to laugh. “Which is exactly why it’s important that we find these rebels before things get out of hand. We wouldn’t want them to disturb the peace, after all.”

“Well, I got my peace right here on the farm. It’s enough for me and the girls.”

“Where are those little darlings?” a different voice, this one shriller, asked.

Henry narrowed his eyes. “You leave them out of this.”

“You ever imagine, Hank, that maybe those girls don’t really want to be here, living amongst miles of nothing with their old grandfather the only man in sight? Or maybe that’s the way you like it.” The man sneered.

Henry kept his voice low, but Hannah could hear the strain in it. “I said, leave them out of this.”

The man cackled a disgusting laugh. “Maybe they just don’t know their options, Hank. Give me a couple hours with each of them; I’ll show them what’s available back in Arcadia, if you know what I mean.”

A third man interjected, “I think you mean a few minutes, Gus. Word about you and yer stamina is all over the Dragon’s Lair.”

From her vantage point, Hannah could watch Hank tremble. She knew the Guards were trying to get under his skin, and she hoped it was thicker than Sal’s. It wasn’t a secret that they were taught certain approaches to try to break people and get information out of them. These bastards were trying to do just that, and it seemed to be working.

“Close your filthy mouths,” Henry finally snapped. “Do to me what you will, take what you want, hell, beat me to a pulp and drag my body back to Arcadia, but not another damned word about my granddaughters.”

“Now, now, let’s not be rash,” the lead Guard said. “We’re not here to start any trouble…. Them boys are just having a little fun with you, Henry. I just need to know, have you seen anybody cross your property over the last few weeks?”

“No, sir,” Henry croaked, his face red with rage.

“Anybody stop in here, asking for help? Food? Anything?”

“Haven’t seen a single face other than your ugly mugs in over a month, and that’s the honest truth.”

Hannah cringed, knowing that you never trusted anyone who felt the need to proclaim that anything was “the honest truth.” She glanced over her shoulder. In the dim light, she could see that Maddie’s eyes were closed, her lips muttering something—probably a prayer to the Matriarch and Patriarch. Hannah did her own kind of meditation, clearing her mind in case she needed to act. She would be ready.

The Guard pointed to the overturned bench by the fire. “What’s with the toppled furniture, Hank? You on an early bender or something?”

Glancing at the bottle and glasses on the table, he cursed to himself. “You know a man’s gotta—”

The sound of a fist hitting flesh cut the old man off.

“What’s this here? Three glasses?” The lead Guard’s voice was loud and angry. “Quite a bender when one mug ain’t enough. I know those granddaughters of yours don’t drink the swill you make in your bathtub.” His eyes scanned the room, looking for anything else out of the ordinary. He nodded at the Guard with the shrill voice. “Check the back bedrooms.”

The sound of footsteps moving down the hall told Hannah that one was gone. She considered her opportunity to strike while they were one Guard short for the time being, but she knew they might still make it out without taking the chance.

She held steady as the man returned. “No one back there, sir.”

“Hank, Hank, Hank… We’ve always had a very clear understanding, you and me. Where are they?”

“Who?”

“Stop the charade. It’s like talking to an imbecile from the Boulevard.” He shook his head. “You’re not an imbecile, are you, Hank? Tell us where the rebels are and we’ll be out of your hair. Even turn a blind eye to your lies. But if you keep your mouth shut, bad, bad things are going to happen to you. Hell, those girls of yours might just find themselves orphaned…again.”

Hannah got ready for the moment that he turned. In the end, she wouldn’t blame Henry. The wretch in his kitchen was giving him a choice: a couple of rebels he just met, or his family, working out in the fields.

Hank looked down at his feet and then back up at the Guard. “I don’t have a clue what you’re talking about. Now, if we’re done, I’d like you to get the hell off my property. I’ve got nothing more to give ya.”

The head Guard laughed and stepped close to him. Leaning in, he whispered, “There’s always more to give, you damned fool.”

In one quick motion, the Guard grabbed Henry by the hair and swung his head down, smashing it on the table. Curling into a ball on the floor, Henry moaned as a leather boot landed on his ribcage. With blood pouring from his face, he begged the Arcadian to stop.

“It stops when you talk!” he screamed, with another kick to the gut.

“There’s no one.”

“No one? Come on Henry.” Another kick landed on his side.

Maddie bit her lip so she didn’t scream as she squeezed Hannah’s arm. “Do something.”

“All right, Gus, go find those little girls,” he ordered, turning to his second, “but no funny business…until you get back.”

Hannah’s blood boiled as the devil’s words coursed through her brain. She took a step back and kicked the door with everything she had. It didn’t just open, but shattered, sending shrapnel around the room.

“This is the last girl you’re ever going to see,” she screamed as she pushed her hand toward the man already moving for the door. 

A blue stream of pure power hit him square, shooting him across the room. Gus hit with a horrific thud, his body dropping lifeless to the ground.

Hannah turned in time to see the head Guard, who was faster than she expected, draw his magitech gun on her. Twisting her hand, she held her palm out just as the blast came. Blasts careened off the shield around the room.

“You!” the Guard yelled. 

“You got that right, asshole. Picked the wrong farm to visit today!” 

Twisting her hand in a fast but complicated pattern, she flicked her wrist and the bottle of stout launched off the table to crash against his head. Hannah wasted no time. She was across the room in a second, landing a boot to the man’s knee, reducing him to half her size. 

He looked up into the face of justice. Her eyes burned red, and he knew it was the end. 

“Adrien is going to slaughter you,” he hissed with hate in his eyes.

Hannah shrugged. “Maybe. But you’re the one who’s bleeding today.”

Hannah placed her hands together, then pulled them apart. A large chunk of ice formed, which she shaped and molded into a spear.

“Go to hell—” But before the man could finish his curse, ice and blood filled his mouth, pinning his head to the floor.

“Hannah!” Maddie cried from across the room.

She turned as the last Guard ran at her with a long silver dagger in his hand. Just before it struck its target, a green blur flashed. Sal’s long, hard tail snapped like a whip against the man’s torso, knocking him across the room. Hannah heard his neck breaking.

Grinning, Hannah looked her dragon in his beady black eyes. “You might be worth the trouble after all, ya brute!”

Sal shot his lizard tongue out of his mouth and back in. He stepped toward his master and nuzzled her hip with his head. She gave him a scratch on the head before moving across the room to kneel by Henry’s side.

“Screw him,” Henry exclaimed, looking from the dragon to Hannah. “What the hell are you?”

“I’m what happens when a group of douche nuggets do evil shit.”

Henry struggled to his feet, turned his chair upright, and lowered his aching body into it. Drinking Maddie’s stout, which she had barely touched, he remarked, “Always thought Ezekiel would pick someone a bit more refined.”

Hannah grinned. “Not exactly sure he had a choice.”

He shot her a crooked grin and finished the drink.




















CHAPTER FOURTEEN




Gregory could feel the warmth of his breath on his face as the burlap bag covered his head. Roots and rocks grabbed at his feet, and more than once the druid holding his bound arms kept him from falling.

So much for Ezekiel’s kind forest friends, he thought as they guided him through the woods.

Word about Adrien’s evil behavior in Arcadia had spread far, even through the thick undergrowth of the Dark Forest. Caution was a virtue, but Gregory considered the precautions for hiding their location a little over the top since they were walking through the most mysterious place in Irth in the middle of the night. 

Regardless, he tried to remind himself that Ezekiel knew what he was doing. 

After a while, Gregory was certain they had made a huge circle in the forest and followed their own path at least once. The druids were sparing no effort to conceal their location. Finally they stopped and the sack was pulled from his head. He was grateful for the cold night air that struck his face.

As his eyes refocused, he saw that he and Ezekiel stood on the edge of a circle of twelve men and women. All of them were dressed like Elysia, the woman they had encountered in the woods, but they were of all ages. 

They sat in elaborate wooden chairs crafted of saplings that grew from the ground, each one gladly serving the druid who situated him- or herself in its embrace. Most of the men and women had animals of varying sizes and colors sitting next to them, many of them creatures Gregory had never seen before.

All their eyes were green and fastened on Ezekiel. It was as if Gregory himself wasn’t there. Directly across from where they stood was a large round man with a thick beard and narrow eyes which didn’t seem to match the broad grin that was pasted across his face. To his right lay a large sleeping bear with graying fur. Elysia sat on his left.

“Ah! Ezekiel, forgive us for such technical maneuverings, but I am sure you can understand our predicament. Our emissaries have carried word to us about the happenings in your Arcadia, and we had to be cautious,” the old man stated, almost laughing.

Ezekiel stood straight, his face lacking any emotion. With a nod, he replied, “The politician in me wants to brush aside your apology, Alexander, but we have known each other for most of our lives. We’ve stood together through much since the day you left Arcadia. To say that a bag over my head isn’t an affront would be a lie.”

Gregory felt his cheeks flush, and he wondered if Ezekiel was just a damned fool or if there was a good reason for him to stand up to the man who must be the master of the druids.

The man’s smile remained, but melted a little. “Yes. Yes, we have. But it is your schoolboy who’s causing so much trouble in Arcadia. It was you who put your trust in him, not I. The druids have not thrived for this long without taking care to protect ourselves. And no one calls me by that name anymore. I am the Chieftain now.”

Finally, Ezekiel’s face softened. “You have thrived, Chieftain. As have our brothers and sisters in the Heights, but they accepted me with open arms.”

“Let me open them now.” He waved at the chairs situated behind the newcomers. “Please, take a seat. Have a drink, and something to eat for you and your companion.”

For the first time, the Chieftain and all who sat in the circle turned to Gregory. He pushed his hand through his kinky, dark hair and offered a smile. 

As they sat, two attendants emerged from the thicket behind them, each carrying a tray with a wooden goblet and steaming vegetables. The smell of the produce, clearly roasted with plenty of garlic, struck Gregory’s nose, and the growl in his stomach told him that he was hungry again. 

His attendant was a trim girl, like a sapling with light green almond-shaped eyes and slightly pointed ears that were almost foxlike. She couldn’t have been more than a year or two younger than him. As she placed the tray across his lap, she smiled gently and whispered, “Welcome to our home, traveler.”

Her beauty struck him, and Gregory felt his throat tighten as he tried to talk. Although he was good at many things, there were two areas in which he had always been a miserable failure: magic, and women. He settled for a simple nod, and she chuckled in reply as she backed into the shadows.

Sniffing the contents of the cup, he noticed its bouquet was curious. Full and sweet like the ale of the mystics, but the druid’s ale was different, like nothing he had ever smelled before. It had hints of something he couldn’t place—a wildflower he remembered from his childhood, perhaps. 

Sipping it, he realized the beauty of its aroma paled in comparison to its sweet taste and complex contours. He instantly felt his strength come back to him.

Ezekiel ignored the tray on his own lap, which was a surprise to Gregory. The man never missed an opportunity to eat and drink.

“Thank you for the hospitality, Chieftain.” He nodded at the tray on his lap. “Even if it is somewhat delayed. Since the early days, I have respected you. You have led your people well, and have built quite a home here among the trees. Though I must say, you had quite a home back in Arcadia.”

The large man nodded. “I know that, Ezekiel. You were always so committed to that foul city; unreasonably so, in my mind. And you haven’t visited the Forest in quite some time. I don’t expect you to truly understand us and our ways, even with the years you spent in our company.”

Ezekiel pulled out his pipe and lit it, drawing deeply. His eyes never left the man in the middle of the circle. “I was just telling my friend here about your departure, the way you and the others left just as we were starting to make things happen in Arcadia.” Ezekiel laughed, and smoke seeped out his nostrils. “Maybe if some of our best hadn’t left, this would never have happened.”

The old druid leaned in, placing his elbows on his knees. “Maybe if you had never left, Adrien wouldn’t have become such a problem. As for me and my people, we don’t belong behind walls. The same is true for Selah and his mystics. Our blood is different.”

Ezekiel’s eyes narrowed. “That’s where you’re wrong. Our blood is all the same, in the life it sustains and the power it holds. Choices are what make us different, and you made yours a lifetime ago.”

“And Adrien made his. I cannot be blamed for that.” He leaned back, crossed his arms, and stared intently at Ezekiel before suddenly looking straight at Gregory. “Excuse my rudeness, son. Who are you?”

“Gregory,” he croaked.

“Nice to meet you, Gregory. And how is it that you have joined Ezekiel’s little crusade?”

He shrugged. “Dunno. Kind of fell into it.”

The large man shook his head. “Seeds fall where they may, but a skilled gardener knows how to shape a tree to where it is best suited.” As the Chieftain spoke, a young tree by his side began to twist and curl, like a spiral staircase ascending into the canopy. “Or to where it best suits the gardener. And I’ve known the Founder here long enough to recognize his handiwork. No, you fell into nothing, Gregory. You’ve been shaped by this man’s choices as much as you have your own.”

Gregory listened to the old man, trying to read the assumptions in his words. He may have been all smiles, but behind his soft exterior lay an oaken core.

“Leave him be,” Ezekiel interjected.

The man held up his hand to the wizard. “I’m afraid you don’t command us, Ezekiel, not anymore.” The Chieftain’s eyes never left Gregory’s. “Why are you here?”

Feeling the sweat bead on his forehead, Gregory exhaled and started to take a drink from the goblet in the hope that it would settle his nerves. The cup shook in his hand so vigorously that ale nearly spilled into his lap. He gave up and lowered it to the tray.

“I met a girl, a magician. She was new to Arcadia. Came with…” He motioned to Ezekiel. “They took me in, I guess.”

“Took you in?” He smiled. “You must be one hell of a magician to be recruited by the Founder and his new student.”

Gregory shook his head. “No, sir. Quite the opposite. But I’m good with magitech and machines.”

Light danced in the Chieftain’s eyes. “Is that right? Where did you learn that?”

“My father. He is…was the Chief Engineer.”

“He was the one who designed the airship, then?”

Gregory’s eyes hit the ground. The druid knew more than he had expected. His stomach turned over and he thought he was going to be sick.

“Damn it, Alexander. Leave the boy alone,” Ezekiel shouted.

“You asked for an audience, friend. And I will comply. But as I said, we druids must take care. I know why you’re truly here. I know the danger that you’ve come to warn us about. But I need to know why you decided to bring this Arcadian into my woods, especially when his own blood built the very weapon that now threatens us.”

Gregory glanced at Ezekiel. For a moment, he imagined the old man’s eyes turning red right before unleashing the furious magic of the gods on the druid. But instead, he gave him a gentle nod. Moments like these are what they had talked about. Gregory’s role was small, but it was faithfulness in the small things that could win wars.

“Yes,” Gregory continued. “My father designed it. He built it. He destroyed lives to power it, and he tried to destroy me. All for the sake of his weapon.”

The druid’s smile faded. He glanced around at the rest of the council sitting in the circle, his gaze stopping on Gregory once again. “I’m sorry to hear that. Family is more important than anything. To harm your kin, that is truly a crime against the gods. But it’s a godlessness that could have been foreseen if only some had the eyes to see it. Arcadia has always bred sin. 

“I could smell the lust for power in the air even then. Building a city for so many, cutting yourself off from nature, can do such a thing; it can turn good people bad. It can turn a father against his son. That’s how it was in the days before Madness, and that’s how it is now. Which is why we left. We have lived here in peace ever since we left Arcadia. A world in which a man would sacrifice his son for a madman’s vision is no place for us. Not then, not now, not ever. As soon as Adrien began building his infernal machines, that’s when we closed our borders for good.”

Gregory imagined the crazed look in his father’s eyes as he strapped his only child to the machine to drain his life to power Adrien’s warship. The world spun as he realized that the druid was, in many ways, right. His face grew ashen, and the old druid turned toward Ezekiel.

“But that’s precisely the world you would plunge us back into, Ezekiel.” The Chieftain’s words hung in the air. 

Ezekiel reached over and squeezed Gregory’s arm, though he knew it would bring little comfort. Then he turned to the druid leader and his council. “That is exactly the world I would have you come back into. How could someone who oversees a place as beautiful as this consign the rest of the world to burn? With your help, maybe the Arcadian Valley could thrive once again. But first we need to pull out the weeds. Our revolution is not large, a few hundred souls at most. If we are to defeat the scoundrel, it is going to take more hands and wits than our own. I need you, Alexander. Your city needs you.”

“Your war is not our war, Ezekiel. And your city is not my city. I made that clear decades ago.”

Ezekiel stood, and the druids sat up straight, as if wary that Ezekiel would suddenly attack. Apparently they were as afraid of the Founder as Gregory was. He noticed that the young woman who had served him leaned forward. She was listening intently to Ezekiel’s words, but she also seemed ready to fight, if it came to that. Gregory looked around at the many weapons and the men and women who held them, and prayed to the Patriarch that Ezekiel wouldn’t let that happen. 

“Your city or not, if we fail, the war will be yours. Adrien won’t let any threat to his power stand. He’ll torch your forest, and he has the power to do it.” 

Anger flashed in the Chieftain’s eyes, and the sleeping bear at his side stirred for the first time since they had arrived. Gregory thought the creature would rise, but the furry animal simply yawned widely and slept on.

The Chieftain looked down at the bear, patted its shoulders and exhaled deeply. He glanced at Elysia, who sat at his left hand. Her lips were pursed. She shook her head.

“No, Ezekiel. We cannot. The Forest is our home, and we will not leave it willingly, not to take part in another of your mad schemes. Arcadia must pay for its own crimes. And if Adrien is foolish enough to bring his war machines here, he’ll find that deeply rooted trees are not easily torn destroyed. I am sorry. You didn’t heed my warnings a lifetime ago, but perhaps you will heed them now. Leave. Find your own forest, your own fortress. Start anew. Find a good life without all of this chaos.”

The sadness was clear on Ezekiel’s face. In some ways, this seemed a far harsher betrayal than the one they had received at Matthias’s hand.

“You didn’t just leave behind Arcadia,” Ezekiel finally said, his voice deep and gravelly. “You abandoned humanity. I am far from perfect, but I would die before I did that.”

The Chieftain sipped his own drink. “It pains me to hear that, old friend, because it means that death will probably come sooner rather than later for you.” He nodded, and the two attendants returned from the shadows. “But it won’t come tonight. We have prepared shelter for you. Rest here in safety before you return to your world of war. I pray the Mother and Father will bring you victory. Farewell, Ezekiel.”

As the druid leader finished, those who were seated rose and walked out of the circle into the darkness. 

Gregory felt a gentle hand on his shoulder, causing him to jump. 

The girl with the almond eyes stared at him. He could swear she was crying. “Come with me, Gregory of Arcadia. Your place is prepared.”

Gregory and Ezekiel followed their attendants with heavy hearts, and Gregory finally understood why it was called the Dark Forest.

****

While the result of their visit was disappointing, Gregory felt surprisingly rejuvenated by a full stomach and a night’s rest. Ezekiel had been silent for the first few hours as they followed a young druid boy toward the edge of the forest. Apparently the Chieftain had been satisfied that his old teacher meant them no harm, and Gregory was happy not to have a bag covering his head.

Finally their guide left them on a path heading east.

Gregory watched the kid go, then said, “I’m sorry, Ezekiel. They’re damn fools for refusing you.”

Continuing down the path, the wizard glanced over his shoulder. “No. They’re not, not really. I can’t say I blame them. They have achieved what I spent my life fighting for. Their defenses are strong here in the forest, and the Chancellor might leave them to own their quiet lives. He’d be smart to do just that. The druids are powerful, and advancing on their territory would be nearly impossible, even with an army of thousands and a flying death machine.”

“But you said—”

He nodded. “I know what I said. Alexander and I both knew the truth of the matter. We also both realized I had to try.”

They walked in silence for long enough that Gregory lost track of time. The trees were starting to thin, indicating that they were nearing the edge of the Dark Forest. Gregory’s stomach began to growl, already forgetting about the ample tray the beautiful young druid had delivered hours earlier. While the meal was a distant memory, she was not. Gregory imagined all the things he could have said to her in those moments, but all he had mustered was a squeaky “Thank you.” Nothing more.

Mind wandering, he didn’t notice that Ezekiel had stopped short on the narrow single track. Slamming into the wizard’s back, he looked up into the bearded face. Ezekiel’s eyes were fixed on the hedge to their right. He held his index finger to his lips and watched the flora with intent. Then, without warning, his eyes flashed red as he raised his staff in the direction he was peering.

The brush obeyed the Ezekiel’s command to spread apart.

Gregory gasped as he discovered the very druid girl he had been thinking about crouching in the dirt, now exposed by the parted shrubbery. 

“Damn it,” she gasped as she fell over backward and landed on her ass. She stood, brushed the dirt from her green cloak, and began to walk toward them.

“Took you long enough,” she said, her eyes flashing at Ezekiel. “I thought I would have to follow you all day.” Her eyes cut to Gregory, and she winked.

Ezekiel grinned. “I knew you were there all along, child. I was simply ignoring you until I became hungry.”

“Well then, it’s a good thing I’m here. I’ve got three days’ worth of rations and a few bottles of the elixir this one seemed to like.” She gestured to Gregory. “And don’t call me ‘child.’ I’m as adult as your friend here.”

“We won’t need the rations. We have enough for the journey, and once we’re clear of the forest we will jump most of the way.”

She grinned. “I don’t know much about your physical magic, wizard, but I do know it will be hard for you to transport all three of us back to your base.”

Ezekiel raised a brow. “The three of us? Go home, chi—young lady. I know enough about your culture to understand that you can’t just leave the forest, not without passing the test.”

“The name is Laurel. And I passed the Versuch, thank you very much. I’m free to go where I choose, and I choose to go with you. The Chieftain might not understand, but I know that injustice, no matter where it finds a home, must be rooted out. And to do that, you need someone who understands roots.”

Ezekiel turned to Gregory and shrugged. But Gregory missed it since he was too busy staring at her. Ezekiel said, “Well, it seems my traveling companion doesn’t mind. And if you’re half as strong as you are bold, you will find a place in the revolution.”

Laurel smiled, making her face all the more lovely. “You bet your ass I am. Now, are we just going to stand here blowing in the wind, or is there some sort of war to fight?”




















CHAPTER FIFTEEN




Hannah’s body ached as she walked back into the farmhouse. 

Disposing of corpses was harder than she expected, even with the help of her physical magic. Closing the door behind her, she looked into the faces of two girls, neither of whom could’ve been over thirteen years old. 

Remembering the words of the Capitol Guards about their intentions for the two children, she suddenly felt even more pleased with ending their miserable lives.

“Be good hostesses, now,” Henry suggested. “Say hello to Ms. Hannah.”

The girls nodded, mumbled something under their breaths, and quickly went back to playing with a recumbent Sal by the fire.

“Sorry. They’ve never seen one before.” He nodded at the dragon.

Hannah laughed. “Who has?”

Henry settled into a chair at the table and motioned to Maddie and Hannah to do the same. The broken bottle had been replaced by a new one, which was mostly full. He poured some ale into two empty goblets and then topped off his own.

“Thank you…” Emotion struck Henry, and he couldn’t finish the line as his eyes cut to his granddaughters.

Hannah shifted in her seat. “I’m not sure if you should be thanking me or if I should be apologizing to you. It seems that I brought trouble on your house. If it weren’t for me and for the rebellion, those dipshits never would’ve been here.”

She sipped the stout, which tasted even better than it had earlier that afternoon. The liquid cooled her tongue while warming her stomach at the same time. She drank fast to numb her aching mind. For the first time, she realized exactly why the mystics drank away the troubles of the world.

Nodding at a skewered hunk of meat over the fire, Henry said, “The roast will be done soon. But for now, we should talk about why you came.”

Hannah looked at Maddie, who cleared her throat. Hannah had done the ass kicking; now it was time for Maddie to do her job. 

“Hannah and I are traveling to a few different farms, directed by Ezekiel to ask for help. There are about two hundred souls living in the abandoned tower. Well, I guess it’s now the once-abandoned tower. None of us expected it to go down the way that it did in the city streets, and there aren’t enough provisions for even twenty people to last there much longer. We’re just looking for whatever anyone can give. I overheard you talking to the Guards. I know they tax you, and that times must be tough. But without food, a lot of people are going to suffer.”

The old farmer rubbed his beard and nodded as he listened. He stood as soon as Maddie finished. “I guess while you were eavesdropping on my little chat with those Guards, you didn’t get a good look at where you were hiding.” He motioned for them to follow, and they walked back to the corner of the kitchen. Henry stepped through the wreckage of the secret door and pushed a candle inside. What Hannah saw blew her mind.

The reason their little hiding place was cramped was because it was filled with food. Rows and rows of salted meats. Large clay jars filled with what Hannah assumed was wheat.

“But... but…” Maddie stammered. “You told the Guards you didn’t have much food left.”

“You think I’d tell those—what did you call them, douche nuggets? —that I had all this? My parents were born during the Madness, darling. They always taught me to prepare for the worst, and to keep your shit well hidden. I think this should go a long way toward feeding your little army, eh?”

Maddie shook her head. “It’s too much, Henry. You have your granddaughters to feed. And what if Guards come back looking for more food?”

A hint of sadness played in Henry’s eyes, but nevertheless, he waved away Maddie’s concerns. “I should probably be there in the tower with you, fighting those damn bastards. They want to make the world a worse place. This is really the least I can do.”

Hannah pursed her lips and nodded. “It won’t be used in vain, Hank. I promise you that.”

Maddie chimed in. “We’ll use it to make Irth a better place for you and your granddaughters.” 

Henry’s eyes grew glassy, and he pinched their inside edges with his thumb and forefinger in an attempt to hold back the tears. “Well, enough of this bullshit. What do you say we eat? And then we can figure out how to get all this food back to your tower. You don’t think your dragon-thing would mind if we hitched a wagon to it, do ya?”

Sal looked at them, and it seemed to Hannah like he was raising a non-existent eyebrow. 

Hannah smiled. “I think that’s a splendid idea.”

****

Ezekiel took up the rear as Gregory and Laurel walked shoulder to shoulder on the narrow path leading back toward Arcadia. The previous day, Gregory had spent most of the time listening to her ask an overwhelming number of questions of the Founder. Half the time he got lost in watching her muscular figure walk the trail ahead of him.

Once, Laurel looked over her shoulder at him when his eyes happened to be trained on her rear. “Enjoying the view, Boy Genius?”

“Oh, no, I was… I mean, yes, but I…” Giving up, Gregory fell into a red-faced silence.

“I’m flattered,” she had said with a smile, dimples appearing in her cheeks. “In the Forest, we’re taught to appreciate natural beauty, not be ashamed by it.”

But with their first day in the druid’s company behind them, Gregory was starting to feel like himself again. Not the old self— the shy, timid boy from the Academy—but the new self, the one Hannah had helped to shape.

“What’s it like, living in the Dark Forest?” he asked after walking in silence for half an hour. 

Laurel gazed into the distance with a faint smile on her face, as though she were remembering her entire childhood. Finally, she spoke. “Life in the Forest is…amazing. Nature surrounds us, and it helps us see the connections in everything. I mean, you need to remember that I have nothing to compare it to. But we druids are all very close.”

“You mean your family’s close?” A lump formed in his throat as the words brought back memories of his own family’s dysfunction.

Laughing, she replied. “Yes. I mean, by your standards. But I forget that family for you is a small word, while for us it is expansive. My family is not just my father and mother, it’s everyone, including the Chieftain and Elysia, his daughter. This is taught to us from birth, and the entire community helps raise each of the children.”

“Sounds cool.”

She pursed her lips and nodded. “Cool, but a little stifling. I wasn’t like all the other kids. They were content with life in the trees, but I always imagined the world beyond the Forest.” She motioned around them, “The world out here. Something in me always wanted to explore.”

“So, this is what, like your vacation?”

Laurel slowed her pace, glancing at Gregory. “Yes and no. Part of me wanted to leave to see what lay beyond the trees, sure. Like I said, I had always wanted to. But it was really his words.” She motioned to Ezekiel. “If what he says is true, then I had to come.”

Gregory furrowed his brow. “How so? If what he says is true, then druids have every reason to stay put, safe behind that thick hedge of yours.”

Her eyes were lost on the horizon again. “If there is one thing you learn when you spend your life in nature, it’s that beauty matters. Beauty always matters. Evil anywhere is an affront to beauty everywhere, and I think the Chieftain is wrong. If Adrien loves ugliness, as Ezekiel says, then he will have no choice but to spread it, and what would be a more tempting prize than the Forest? The rest remained behind because of their love for our home. I am leaving for the same reason. That’s why I took the Versuch.”

She read the look of puzzlement on his face. “You don’t have a Versuch where you come from?”

“Not that I know of. Is it a disease?”

She stared at him like his face was melting, then kept walking. “I’m going to pretend you didn’t say that.” She straightened her winter cloak as she continued, “One of the vows the druids take is to remain in the Dark Forest. But every so often, there arises a need to send someone into the world. It happens seldom, because generally everyone is pleased with things as they are.”

“But here you are…”

“Patience, City Boy, I’m getting to that. But in order to leave, one must be tested to prove that they can defend themselves and navigate the world beyond the shade of our trees. This test, or rather series of tests, is called the Versuch. Pass the Versuch, you can pass our borders. I passed, and I got these to symbolize it.”

She raised her arms and let the sleeves of her green cloak fall to her elbows, exposing a set of wooden bracelets extending three-quarters of the way up her forearms. Ornate designs of trees, vines, and animals were carved into their surfaces.

“Whoa,” Gregory exclaimed, raising his brows.

“I know, right? They’re made from a rare tree that we grow in the heart of the Forest. Almost unbreakable once they’ve been crafted. They’re meant to remind me of my home, wherever I go, and they keep me connected to nature, which is very important when it comes to my casting.”

“Like Ezekiel’s staff,” he muttered almost inaudibly.

She shrugged. “Guess so. Rumor has it the Chieftain gave him that staff, but he’s the only outsider I know of who’s ever been given the symbol. He’s a mystery to me.”

“Join the club,” Gregory mumbled. After a pause, he asked, “So you’re on a political mission?”

She nodded. “Of sorts. I’m driven, as I said, by the fight for beauty. You and Ezekiel asked for our assistance, and I answered. But also…”

“Yes?”

“Like I said, I’m not like the others.” She stole a glance at him. “This is a chance for adventure I just couldn’t pass up.”

Gregory laughed. “So we’re just an excuse to get away from home?”

She grinned, and her dimples grew deeper. “Your arrival was convenient, young Arcadian.”

“I feel like a piece of meat,” he quipped.

“If the shoe fits…”

They laughed, enjoying each other’s company for a while. Gregory had one more question. “What the hell was up with the bear?”

“Zobig?”

“Yeah. He was pretty big, but then I haven’t seen many in the wild.”

Laurel giggled. “No. Zobig. That’s his name, though, now it makes a bit more sense.” She pulled her cloak on again, making another adjustment. “It’s his familiar. I guess you might call it a helper.”

“Like a pet?”

She frowned. “Not at all. More like a partner. Every druid has one.”

Gregory glanced around. “Where’s your bear, then?”

Laurel clicked her tongue on the top of her mouth, and her cloak started to move. “We don’t all have bears.” She smiled as a tiny head with beady black eyes pushed out of the back folds of her garment. With another call, the squirrel wiggled out and sat on her shoulder.

Gregory snorted in glee. “Let me guess, that’s Zosmall?”

Laurel laughed, covering her mouth. “That was terrible. Good, but terrible. Her name is actually Devin.”

Devin, Gregory thought to himself. He opened his mouth to ask about it, but decided against it. 

“Well, it’s nice to meet you, Devin.” Gregory reached out and petted the squirrel on the head, and she almost purred with pleasure. Laurel smiled at the sight.

The two fell into a comfortable silence as they continued walking. Keeping pace with Laurel, Gregory felt something he hadn’t for a long time.

Peace.

But he knew it wouldn’t last long.

****

Gregory’s feet were throbbing by the time they made it out of the woods and onto the tower lawn. Ezekiel transported them the last few miles, but it was a long journey nevertheless. Certainly the longest he had ever taken on foot. Hannah was waiting on the steps, and he grinned at seeing her there. Although it had only been a few days, he and Hannah had spent so much time together recently that it felt like an eternity apart from his first real friend.

He and Ezekiel picked up the pace. Apparently the wizard was also happy to see her.

As he climbed the steps, Hannah waved and said, “It’s about time you two came back from your bro-cation. I thought that maybe we lost you in the—” her words fell short as the men stepped apart and she saw the young woman walking behind them. “Who the hell is that?” she barked without thinking.

Gregory ignored the question and pulled his friend into a hug. “Good to see you too. Can’t wait to tell you about everything that happened.”

She stepped back from his embrace and nodded. “How about you start by telling me about the extra baggage you brought home.”

Ezekiel cleared his throat. “That is no way to show hospitality to our new friend, Hannah.” He tilted his head toward the girl. “But since you’ve asked so politely, this is Laurel. She’s a druid. She’s lived in the Dark Forest all her life. Until now, that is.”

Looking the girl up and down, Hannah stepped toward her and offered her hand. “Sorry. Any friend of these two douche nuggets is a friend of mine.”

Laurel looked at Hannah. “Thank you. I’ve heard a lot about you already from this one.” She pointed at Gregory. “He’s your number-one fan, even if he is a douche nugget, whatever the hell that is. Is it something that grows in the city?”

Hannah laughed, realizing that the girl was going to fit in just fine. And it would be good to have another young woman her age around. “You got here just in time. Everybody’s assembled, waiting for the meeting.”

Ezekiel tapped his staff on the ground. “Good! You got my message.”

Tapping her temple with her index finger, Hannah replied, “Loud and clear.”

She turned toward the tower and pulled its broad doors open, then led them toward the meeting room. When Gregory laid eyes on the assembly, his heart leaped. Seeing each of them, the people with whom he had survived so much, he felt like he was home. Really home, for the first time.

They stood as Ezekiel crossed the threshold, but their eyes were on Laurel. Attempting to keep the questions to a minimum, Ezekiel introduced her.

Many of them smiled uncertainly, but it was Karl who mumbled, “Great, another kid to babysit.”

Feeling his face flush, Gregory lashed back at the rearick, “She isn’t a kid, and we don’t need babysitting.”

A grin formed on Karl’s lips as his eyes moved from Gregory to the shiny red apple he had been about to sink his teeth into. “Someone found a big set of balls on his trip to the Dark Forest, eh?”

A flash of movement that caught everyone off guard. Laurel whipped a flint blade toward the stout mountain dweller without hesitating. It whistled as it flew through the air, and what looked like a leather tail trailed after it. 

Karl shouted in alarm as the weapon pierced his apple, and with a flick of her wrist, Laurel pulled the fruit back and caught it in her hand.

Laurel looked it, clicking her tongue on the roof of her mouth. Something stirred under her clothes, and everyone stared wide-eyed as a squirrel with a long black streak down the center of its back popped its head out. It sniffed the air for a second, then ran down her sleeve and began feasting on the apple in her hand. 

Sal, sleeping in the corner, opened one eye and let out a deep growl before falling back into slumber.

“I think I’ll be ok without your supervision, rearick.” She winked in Karl’s direction. “Hungry?”

Everyone in the room burst into laughter, including Karl.

His bushy brows twitched as he chuckled. “Looks like ye’ll fit in just fine here, lassie. And hunger has been me companion since the Battle of the Boulevard, so ya best keep an eye on yer furry friend there.”

“Give it a try. Devin is just a little more ferocious than her master.”

“What the hell kind of name is Devin for a squirrel?” Parker asked. 

“It’s her name,” Laurel said, stone-faced, and everyone in the room could sense that that conversation had ended. Gregory made a mental note not to bring it up again, since it seemed like a fairly touchy subject. 

Ezekiel cleared his throat. “Trust me that Laurel and...Devin have the best possible qualifications: a willingness to help. Now, if we’re finished with the introductions, we might as well get to work. We’ve got a fair amount of ground to cover, and not much time. Parker, we’ll start with your report.”

The group settled in and began discussing the days since Ezekiel had left the tower and all that they had accomplished. They talked long into the night, and by the time they had finished, their plan was as settled as it was going to be.

****

Adrien stood impatiently next to the table as he waited for his final cabinet member to enter. The team had dwindled, if only a little, and he knew he would have to replace Amelia before too long. But currently, a Dean of Students was the last thing he required. He needed fighters, not teachers.

He exhaled as the mahogany doors of his private conference room swung open. Standing in the doorway was a figure from nightmares. She was tall, slender, and strong enough to better almost any man in the Pit, in addition to being a wizard of the highest caliber. Yet any other aspects of Alexandra’s beauty had been taken from her by her accident in the factory.

Her hair, now missing in random patches, had been turned stark white, altered by direct contact with his airship’s magitech core. Her skin, mostly covered by a tight black bodysuit, had been burned, but her face was exposed to the rest of the group, who stared in disgust. Parts of her lips had been burned away, leaving her with a permanent snarl. Her right eye was covered by a patch, and the left was barren of lashes or a brow, giving it an intense, unwavering aspect. 

The rest of the cabinet cringed as she entered, except for Adrien, who didn’t break eye contact once. “You’re late,” he said curtly. “You have kept me waiting.”

She walked across the room, her saunter as sexy as ever, but it didn’t make up for her disfigurement. “Had to repack the wounds,” she replied. Her voice, once smooth and alluring, was now gravelly, as disfigured as her face. “Burns over ninety percent of your body are a real bitch, take my word for it.” She leveled her gaze on Adrien, her lips drawn into a sneer.

Adrien sat. Doyle, Captain Dickerson, and Alexandra followed suit.

“Where is the engineer?” she asked, looking at the empty seat.

Elon was the only other person in the factory who had survived the fire after Adrien had left them behind in the airship. The Chief Engineer had made it out with less damage than Alexandra. He often wondered if they would have left him, gone to the other side or just fled the city. But their hunger for power was as strong as his, and they were placing their chips on the best bet in Irth.

“He’s going to be working around the clock getting the airship up to spec. Our little test run showed us some areas for improvement.”

Dickerson snorted. “A quick walk through what used to be the Boulevard would seem to indicate that the weapon worked just fine.”

“A start, Dickerson,” Adrien’s eyes cut to the newest member of the team, sending a chill up the man’s spine, “but taking out the Boulevard was like getting lucky in a whorehouse. We can brag about it all day, but it was the easiest thing a man could do. I mean to rule, and I will not leave that to chance. Now, let’s get down to business. You start, Dickerson.”

He looked down at his hands, which were balled into fists on the table. Adrien could see that they were trembling. Dickerson had a reputation as one of the best leaders in the Capitol Guard, having conquered countless foes beyond the walls before being called back for duty, but he wasn’t immune to Adrien’s presence in the room.

“Yes, well, the Guard continues to grow. We have sent emissaries throughout the lowlands, offering higher wages for service than ever before. They’re strong men, many already trained in martial combat. It ain’t pretty out there.”

Adrien nodded. “Or in here. Why don’t you tell us about that?”

“How do you mean?” Dickerson asked. His eyes remained glued to the table. He knew precisely what the Chancellor was getting at.

“I’d like you to tell us all about the little incursion we experienced at the hands of a few weak men.”

“Of course. Dickerson hesitated, choosing his words carefully, “We did have a small group of rebels breach the wall two nights ago. Apparently they were looking for weapons.”

Adrien sat in silence, staring at Dickerson. Finally he said, “Looking?”

The Captain cleared his throat. “They made off with some magitech rifles. A few bags of them. Not much, really, considering the size of our force.”

Alexandra laughed. “Tell the truth, Dickerson. A couple of punks made it into the city on your watch. They broke into your armory. Next to your barracks. And they kicked your ass in the process.”

He looked at Alexandra and narrowed his eyes. He hated her, not because of the disfigurement of her body but because of her lack of control. She was the opposite of the Capitol Guard. They prided themselves on order and discipline, and she lacked both.

“Sure, they got the drop on me. Nothing you all didn’t experience before I was called to return to the city though, was it?”

Adrien slammed his open palm on the conference room table. All heads swiveled to face him. “That’s enough. No more excuses, not from any of you. Dickerson and I have already addressed his mishap, and it won’t happen again, will it?” He looked at his captain.

“No, sir. It certainly won’t.” His voice was filled with contempt.

“Good. Because if it does, it will be the last thing you do this side of the other world.” His eyes cut to Doyle, his assistant. “Do you have anything?”

Doyle flipped over a piece of parchment that had sat on the table in front of him during the entire meeting. He ran down the list with his index finger, passing on nearly every item. Finally, he said, “Sir, I’ve gone over the names from the last census and cross-checked them with the bodies we pulled out of the rubble in the Boulevard. It seems as though they have plenty of people, wherever they have gone. Probably between two hundred and two-fifty.”

Adrien scoffed. “A good number? Is that what you call it?”

“We need to take Ezekiel and his followers seriously. I recommend that we strike. Now and hard. Obliterate them while they’re still limping along.”

Adrien stared at Doyle, stroking his temple with the tip of his index finger. “Congratulations.”

Doyle’s brow furrowed. “On what?”

“Your promotion, apparently,” Adrien spat.

Doyle stammered. “What promotion?”

Adrien’s mouth spread into an evil smile. “Your promotion to Chief Combat Strategist, of course.”

“Sir?”

“He’s screwing with you, shit-for-brains.” Alexandra gave a gravelly laugh.

“Doyle, your job around here is to do all the little mundane simple shit that doesn’t deserve my time. It is not to suggest military maneuvers. You understand?”

Doyle’s face turned bright red. “Of course, sir.”

“Good. We have plenty of time to build an army and refine the technology on the airship. Let those bastards hunker down in the woods for a bit longer. It’s freezing out there, and before you know it, they’ll be hungry enough to crawl back to Arcadia and beg for mercy. Which we will give them—the mercy of a quick death. But we will not attack until we’re good and ready. We will reduce them to ash, and show Irth who is the true Patriarch.”




















CHAPTER SIXTEEN




It had been a week since Ezekiel and Gregory returned from their trip to the Dark Forest, but for Hannah, it felt like an eternity. 

They knew Adrien could strike at any moment, and every day that went by without a peep from Arcadia heightened the tension even more. Some days Hannah just wished he’d just get it over with. The waiting was more likely to kill them than the cold.

She watched as Parker and Marcus worked with their crew of women from the Boulevard. Not only had their marksmanship improved but they were learning how to move as a unit, take commands and execute them quickly. 

Blast after blast connected with old pots and pieces of concrete, shattering them to bits while the women pulling the trigger kept moving, making it hard for them to be targeted in return. Hannah was impressed by just how far they had come in such a short amount of time.

They weren’t the only ones. 

The magic users she had entrusted to Amelia were also developing in leaps and bounds. Granted, likely none of them would be able to take on Academy-trained Hunters in one-on-one magical combat save maybe Roland or Eponine, but together they would be enough to keep Adrien’s forces on their toes.

Their decision to start with foundational physical magic was paying off. They could create fireballs of moderate power, and most of the understudies could also put up shields that would at least thwart the attack of arrows and weaker magic.

Karl’s fighting men were also gaining ground, but not so quickly. 

The men from the factory were filled with passion, and they were certainly strong. Their strength was not only in their arms and legs, but also in their stubborn nature. She smiled as she thought of Karl working with these hard-headed soldiers. It was a match made in heaven.

To win a war required more than just the ability to fight. Soldiers needed to know when to fight and who to fight, when to retreat and when to go on offense. They needed to be able to follow orders. 

She could picture the rearick shouting at them with a face as red as Ezekiel’s eyes while he tried to get them to practice the simplest military tactics. If they survived the training with their commander-in-arms, they might just be able to dish out some casualties on the open battlefield. It also didn’t help that they were still working with logs and branches. 

We’re going to have to do something about that, she thought.

Her eyes cut from Marcus and Parker to the edge of the woods, where Gregory sat in the grass with Laurel. She watched as he talked quickly, his hands dashing about as his lips moved. The girl looked at him without blinking, a steady smile on her face, which often broke into sincere laughter. It seemed like Gregory was also gaining ground, though maybe not in the art of war.

Hannah crossed the open field and stood over the two of them. Gregory didn’t even notice her presence.

“You two playing house?” Hannah asked with a smirk.

Gregory and Laurel looked up at her. His face turned red, but the girl only cocked her head to the side. “What’s a house? We don’t have those in the Forest.”

Hannah was taken aback. “Uh…”

Laurel’s deadpan face broke. “I’m just kidding. We’re still human, after all. In fact, our homes are awesome, shaped and molded out of living trees. They put your crumbly old tower to shame.”

She was going to refute the girl, say the tower wasn’t their home, but then Hannah looked at their tower, a remnant from the old world. She realized it was the closest thing to a real home she had ever had, and Laurel could clearly see that. 

“We…we were just hatching a plan,” Gregory said with a cough.

“Uh huh, that’s exactly what it looked like.” Hannah grinned at Laurel.

“Well, we were,” the girl confirmed, shifting her weight, “until Gregory here decided to tell me about the Winter Ball he took you to.”

Hannah couldn’t help but laugh. “More like the Ball I took him to, but that’s not really a memory I care to relive. Tell me about this plan.”

“Show her,” Gregory directed excitedly.

Laurel stood, and Gregory followed her lead. She turned toward the trees and held a single, steady finger up toward them. It floated around in simple patterns, unlike the complex movements of the physical magic users, as if painting a picture in the air.

Her eyes flashed green, and Hannah smiled widely as the trees closest to them started to move. The lowest boughs on the trunk reached toward the ground, and when she swiped her finger back and forth, they followed her commands.

“Neat trick,” Hannah said casually, though she was actually impressed. She had spent some time working on the natural arts, but clearly not enough. “It took me a damned day to make a tiny flower blossom, and I was exhausted afterward. I once got a single tree to move, but it was pretty stubborn about it.”

Laurel flicked her finger as if tapping an invisible wall, and the branches fell back into place. “That?” she asked. “It’s child’s play. Most druids could make a flower bloom before they learned to walk. And it’s not a trick.”

“Now you sound like Zeke.”

The girl grinned. “Is that so bad?”

“Yes.” Hannah nodded “Very, very bad.”

Gregory explained some of their ideas. He had been inspired by the entrance to the Dark Forest and figured they could do something similar with the woods around the tower. Although they wouldn’t stop the forces completely, given enough time they would be able to at least slow enemy advances. Laurel had been working on it a little each day. She said that herding trees was not something you could rush. 

Gregory then started to tell Hannah about an idea that involved the River Wren, but was cut short as they heard someone approach.

They turned to see Parker coming down the hill. “How’s it coming?” he asked Gregory and Laurel, though his eyes were only on Hannah.

She could feel his gaze deep inside her. Ever since Maddie gave her the grand inquisition about him, she couldn’t help considering what it would be like to truly be with him one day. Pushing it out of her mind, as she had formed the habit of doing, she cleared her throat. “This could be really interesting.”

Nodding, he said, “Yeah, that druid is pretty badass.” He still hadn’t looked at the other two. “I just came to discuss some plans with Gregory.”

“That druid is right over here.” Laurel snapped her fingers. “Maybe we aren’t the ones playing house!”

Parker looked confused and Hannah almost responded, but before she could, her words were interrupted by Ezekiel’s voice in her head.

Come quickly to the tower. We need you.

She tried to ask what was wrong, but got no response. She turned toward the tower and saw people running in through the great front door.

“I have to go,” she mumbled as she turned and ran as fast as she could for the tower.

****

Hannah was nearly out of breath by the time she made it back to the tower. A woman was leaving as she approached.

Grabbing her arm, Hannah asked, “What is it?”

The woman spun to face Hannah, a look of confusion washing over her face.

“Are we being attacked?” she pressed, when the woman was silent.

Her eyes darted about. “Why, I don’t think so, dear. What would make you—”

Realizing that the woman was clueless, Hannah muttered some words of thanks and pushed past her and through the doors. She turned to the right, taking a short corridor which spilled into the great room.

Sal slumbered by the fire, oblivious to the excitement all around him. Four others, not originals to the rebellion, stood with Ezekiel and Karl. The rearick beamed as she walked into the room. “Lassie, glad yer finally here!”

Turning, Ezekiel gave her a nod.

Hannah ignored the newcomers. “No attack?” she shouted at Ezekiel, her heart still racing.

The old man laughed. “Of course not.”

She narrowed her eyes at him. “The message you sent was laced with urgency.” 

The wizard leaned on his staff. “Ah! When one’s party grows, it is indeed an urgent occasion. But not all urgent things are dangerous.”

Hannah thought about smacking him but exhaled instead, trying to quell the adrenalin. As her heart rate slowed, she looked at their guests. Two of them, though unfamiliar to her, were clearly mystics, with their tall, slender builds, pristine robes, and the calm repose in their faces. 

Ezekiel waved to the mystics. “These are Ida and Markell. They’ve come down from the Temple to join us.”

They nodded to her, and she returned the gesture.

“And they’ve brought friends,” Ezekiel said pointing behind Hannah. She turned and nearly shouted when she saw the old rearick.

“Mortimer?” she asked.

An old man standing nearly a foot shorter than her leaned on a cane made of twisted wood. She sometimes had trouble telling rearick apart since they were all beards and attitude in her mind, but she knew Mortimer immediately. The two shared a special bond.

Months earlier when Hadley introduced her to the mystical arts, Mortimer had been the first target of her practice. She had taken a stroll through his mind only minutes before the accident that would have likely killed the stout man if it weren’t for her daring rescue. 

“Aye. It’s good to see ya, Hannah.” His smile was broad and, though no rearick would ever admit to such a thing, his eyes were glassy. “Don’t think I ever got a chance to thank ya properly fer saving me life.”

Karl put his hand on her shoulder and pointed her toward a younger rearick. 

“Let me interrupt yer sentimental bullshit before that old assbag starts weeping like an Arcadia.” Karl growled. “This is Garrett. He’s just old enough to fight and too stupid to know how to stay out of trouble.”

Hannah’s eyes narrowed, but then she recognized him as well. They had fought side by side once against the remnant. “We’ve met too.”

“It’s a pleasure. Again,” Garrett confirmed, a cocky smile on his face. “And what this old man calls foolishness, I call bravery.”

The rearick broke out again in laughter. Hannah smiled. “We’re going to need a measure of both to face Adrien and his forces. Is that why you’re here? Have you come to fight?”

Mortimer cleared his throat. “Sure have. But it shames me to say,” Mortimer’s face flushed pink, “that we’ve come too late. When we heard ‘bout yer fight in the city, Garrett here and me realized we should have come sooner. Forgive us.”

Ezekiel interjected. “You are here now, which is more than we can say of many in Irth who know that times are desperate. Let us look to the future rather than wasting time on the past.”

Mortimer kicked a wooden crate at his feet with his good leg. His eyes danced as he looked up at Hannah. “I brought ya a little gift, lass. Something to say thanks fer savin’ me arse back in the Heights, and as an apology fer being late to the party.”

He leaned over and removed the top, pulling out its contents and spreading them on the floor with care. It was clothing of a sort, but metallic and made of numerous smaller plates.

“Is that armor?” Hannah asked.

“Aye. From the best materials we could dig out of the Heights. Made it meself.” He beamed with pride. “If what I hear about the way ya fight is true, ya might just need it,” he declared with a wink.

She knelt and ran a hand over the surface of the metal, and her throat got tight. She couldn’t remember the last time she had received a true gift from someone. “It is amazing, Mortimer. I’ll wear it with pride.”

“Just don’t get yer blood and guts all over it,” Karl added. “Now, I figure with more than one rearick on the ground, we might just be able to whip that crew of lowlander shits into a true fighting force.”

“I’m glad you’re here.” Her eyes cut to the mystics. “All of you.”

The mystics remained silent, but nodded in response. Their quiet presence brought her the sense of peace she remembered from her days in the Temple.

“Yer welcome, of course, but I’m not sure what we need more mindjackers for,” Karl said with a scowl. “I’m sure Adrien is teaching his men not to fall for yer tricks of make-believe monsters. Unless all that brainpower tells ya how to use a weapon?”

Ezekiel raised his hand, quieting the rearick. “Enough, Karl. Julianne is already developing a plan for the mystics’ role in all of this. Believe me, their ability to communicate seamlessly over distance will make them invaluable in the heat of battle.”

Karl nodded and snorted. “Not bad. But what we really need is hard steel in the hands of me men in place of the sticks they been training with.”

Hannah listened to the rearick’s complaint, pausing for just a moment, before she said, “Let me talk to Amelia, Karl. I might have an idea for how to power those sticks of yours.”




















CHAPTER SEVENTEEN




The wrench spun off the rounded nut, causing Gregory to scrape his knuckles on the hard iron of his current project. He hated working with these scavenged tools, and missed the extensive set of tools he had used at home. “Son of a bitch!” he yelled into his basement workroom.

“Does cursing at it help? Must be some sort of Arcadian magic I don’t know,” Laurel asked, watching him trying to shake the pain out of his hand. She reached over to him when it was clear that his magic wasn’t working. “Here, let me see.”

Gregory stopped the shaking and gave his hand to her. She took it in her own and scrunched her face, inspecting the gashes on his knuckles, blood seeping to the surface. She pulled a handkerchief from her hip and applied pressure. Then her eyes flashed green, and Gregory felt warmth spread from her hand to his.

“Thanks.” He was grateful for the healing. And for the way her touch felt somehow more intimate than others.

“No prob. To be honest, I’m not that great a healer. I was always better at hurting things than healing them, so be careful. The knuckles will be fine, but those dark circles under your eyes make you look like you haven’t slept in days, or you’ve been hitting the seiderdrek a little too hard.”

“I have no idea what that means. Another druid thing?”

Laurel giggled. “You’ve never heard of sleep? You Arcadians are some kind of badass.”

Gregory glared at her playfully.

“Seiderdrek is something a group from the north—the far north—drink. It makes them mad, like the remnant, I guess. Don’t know if it is real, but the storytellers have a few tales about the violent people up there. They say it makes them crazy and nearly indestructible.”

“Are they in the Frozen North?” Gregory asked.

Laurel shrugged. “Hell, I don’t even know if they really exist. Hard to tell reality from fiction these days. But from what they say, they’re farther north than even the Frozen North.”

Gregory laughed. “I didn’t know there was such a thing. Come to think of it, I don’t know much about anything outside of the Valley, and now the Dark Forest.”

“Hey,” Laurel replied with a jab to his arm, “the Dark Forest is still part of the Valley, even if you douchers want to disown us.”

“We disown you? In our stories, it was the druids who chose to leave the city. Wandered into the woods, never to be seen again.”

Laurel shrugged. “With all the shit you’ve told me, can you blame us? I mean, things got pretty bad there.”

Gregory felt conflicted over her words. He immediately felt a sense of defensiveness toward the home that, with all its injustices, he still loved and was ready to die for. But it was hard to argue her point.

“OK, but you are the one who ran away from it all!” 

She batted her eyelashes in an overly dramatic way. “I took one look at you, fair Gregory, and I just couldn’t—”

They both jumped as a voice rang out behind them. “Am I interrupting something?” Hannah smirked. “Hell, every time I see you two—”

“We’re working.” Gregory grimaced. 

“That’s what you said earlier today.” She crossed the room and joined them at the bench. Eyes on Gregory, she queried, “You look like bloody hell. Sleeping much?”

“I’m fine. I’ve gotta get this done.” He waved a hand over the table full of ropes, pulleys, and other things that Hannah couldn’t identify.

Laurel pulled the handkerchief off his hand, inspecting the healed knuckles. “I think I have something for the sleep issue, too.” She patted her leather bag before pointing at her squirrel Devin. “I’ll be right back. You stay here and behave.”

The little creature ran down her arm and jumped to a table adjacent to Gregory’s workbench. She eyed Hannah and Gregory as her master turned and left the room.

Hannah wrinkled her nose. “I kind of hate that thing.” She nodded at the squirrel. “Gives me the creeps.”

Gregory gave her an amused look. “Says the girl with the dragon.”

“Point taken.” Hannah looked down at the bench, taking inventory of the strange devices. “So what’s your play here, anyway?”

He leaned against the table and watched Laurel go through the door on the other side of the room into the stairwell. Gregory exhaled. “I am so glad you asked. I’m clueless, really. I might need your help.”

“My help?” Hannah exclaimed, fully aware of her ignorance concerning all things mechanical.

“Yeah. I mean, I think the right thing to do is to take it slow. You know, not scare her away. But she’s just so damned forward with me. I think she actually wants me to—”

Hannah jabbed him in the ribs. “Dipshit. I’m talking about your work.” She indicated the table. “You know, taking down an unstoppable death machine? I don’t really have time to dedicate to your love life right now. But if you bring it up at the next team meeting about how we are going to orchestrate an attack on Arcadia with a bunch of old women and kids while also saving Irth, I’m sure Zeke would be willing to devote some time to it.”

Gregory blushed. “Oh. Shit. Right, this—”

Laughing, she waved her hand at him. “I’m screwing with you, G. Listen, we’re not a bunch of overgrown kids at the Academy, angling to get the attention of some cute magician. Just be yourself.”

“People don’t tend to like ‘myself.’”

“Bullshit. We all love you here. Well, maybe not Karl, but he doesn’t love anyone. Really, if you keep playing this over and over in your head, you won’t be able to contribute. Be you. Hang out with her, and if something happens, run with it.”

Gregory nodded. “You’re probably right.”

“I’m always right. Not to mention, odds are that at least one of you will be dead before this is all over. Then all this concern will be for nothing.”

He laughed. “I hate you.”

“Join the large and diverse club.” She poked his ribcage again. “Now tell me about your project.”

Before speaking, Gregory rearranged the contents of his workbench, taking inventory. Finally he pulled a piece of parchment and a writing tool from the back of an adjacent table and started to draw.

“That almost looks like a magitech rifle,” Hannah said, squinting at the page. 

Looking up, Gregory smiled. “Indeed, something like that. Only here is the difference…”

Biting his lower lip in concentration, he put the pencil to paper and drew a set of legs holding the device in place and a picture of a man standing next to the device. The thing was nearly as long as the character was tall.

“Shit!” Hannah exclaimed. “Haven’t seen any magitech that size.”

“I know, right?”

“So, it will send a massive blast to take down the airship?”

Gregory shook his head. “To create a blast that powerful, we would need half the amphoralds in the Heights, or at least as many as the airship needs to fuel it. According to Karl, they’ve been providing crystals for months. All we have are these.” He nodded to a pile of small green stones. There were hundreds of them, but they were tiny.

He continued. “I took apart the magitech cuffs—the ones the men who escaped from the factory were still wearing when they got here—and extracted the bits of amphoralds embedded in them. Karl wanted the bracelets for some reason, which was fine by me. I got what I was looking for.”

Hannah looked puzzled; none of it was making sense. “So you have a device the size of a cannon with the power of a pea shooter. Guess we’re finished.”

He held up a hand to slow her down. “Just listen. We aren’t blasting power at the ship. We’re using the power of the gems in a different way, a more powerful way. Remember when you broke into my father’s safe?”

“Yeah,” Hannah said. “I heated the crystals until they exploded.”

“Exactly. The crystals hold power until that power can be released in a controlled fashion.  But if the crystals are broken, that power is released all at once. This has always been seen as a disadvantage.” Gregory paused, his throat tightening as he thought of his father. “My father built a regulator that would stop the flow of power into the amphoralds as they were being fueled, to ensure that these accidents wouldn’t happen anymore, or at least fewer of them.”

“Ok, so how does this help us take down their ship?”

“I intend to turn the disadvantage of the amphorald technology to our advantage.”

Hannah was grinning like a fool as she watched her friend come into his own.

“We will make a giant spear and insert it here,” Gregory placed the tip of his pen at the end of the barrel. “To the butt we will attach a very long rope.”

“And the amphoralds?” Hannah asked. “What the hell do they do?”

Gregory pursed his lips and nodded. “That’s the tricky and dangerous part. At the end of the barrel, we’ll have a compartment. We power up the amphoralds beyond what they ought to hold.”

“Yikes!”

“No shit.” He grinned. “Right now I’m working on a mechanism to ignite the amphoralds.” He mimicked the appearance of an explosion with his hands and made a sound to match. “All that force stored in the amphoralds will have nowhere to go except up the barrel.”

Hannah jabbed a finger at the end of the barrel. “And it will push the spear out of the end of this massive tube.”

“Exactly!”

Hannah laughed. “If only we could fight Adrien directly with the power of your oversized brain, we could take back Arcadia in an instant.”

He flushed and shook his head. “If only the indirect use of my brain works…”

“What could possibly go wrong?” Hannah grinned.

“Don’t say that! There are countless problems.”

Hannah looked the drawing again. She picked up Gregory’s pen and drew in a shape that looked more like a goose egg than an airship and added the spear with a rope trailing behind to the drawing.

“OK. Say we are able to get your rope somehow attached to the ship, then what?”

Gregory scowled. “Still working on that. But I think we might be able to—”

A scream interrupted their conversation, along with the sound of a hundred boots marching above them.

“Laurel!” Gregory cried as he dashed for the stairwell.

****

Hannah and Gregory made it to the great hall just as the sound of thunderous footsteps faded down the long corridor in the opposite direction. Laurel was sprawled on the floor between the dining area and the kitchen.

Gregory ran to her side and knelt, his face knit with concern. “You all right?” he asked, helping her to her feet.

“What happened?” Hannah inspected a dozen or so overturned tables and chairs.

Laurel gave a sly smile. “Your dragon! That’s what happened.”

“No, really?” Hannah laughed. “All that lazy ass ever does is lie around, eat, and sleep.”

“Not today.” Laurel pointed to an overturned bowl at the base of a table in the kitchen. Brown liquid had spilled out. “Gregory was so tired, I thought I would make him some kaffe. I turned around and there was Sal, lapping from the bowl. Pretty sure he likes it.”

Hannah frowned, eyes moving from the mess on the floor to the druid and back. “Kaffe?” she asked, the word feeling completely foreign on her tongue.

Laurel giggled. “Don’t tell me you don’t have kaffe.” She watched Hannah and Gregory shake their heads in tandem. “Damn, this place! No wonder everyone’s so cranky all the time. It’s a drink. A hot drink made from a ground bean. I’ve been told that the bean only grows far south of here, but the druids have been using magic to grow it in the Dark Forest for years. Some say it was the Chieftain’s idea.”

“So, what?” Gregory asked. “It makes you drunk?”

Laurel could hardly control her laughter. “No. Not drunk. I guess I would say, it makes you feel more alive or something; more energetic. Apparently it was all the rage in the old world. I thought I would whip you up a batch to help you keep working, but that…that thing drank it all.”

“That thing has a name,” Hannah quipped with her hands on her hips.

Just as Laurel opened her mouth to speak, a loud thump interrupted them. Before any of them could react, Sal, his beady little eyes flashing in every direction, crashed into the room. He slid to a stop in front of Hannah and started turning in circles, chasing his own tail. 

Hannah turned to Laurel. “Will he always be like this? I think I liked Lazy-ass Sal better.”

“Oh, no. It wears off, but he drank a ton!”

Hannah pointed toward the doors leading outside. “Sal, I love you, pal, but you gotta go.” Sal stopped his circling. He looked at Hannah, head bouncing up and down. “Really, buddy. Go outside and run yourself ragged.”

Gregory jogged over to the door and opened it, allowing the dragon to dash outside into the cold afternoon air. He saw him take four steps to the edge of the stairs and leap into the air, his wings beating double-time.

“I think I should be glad I didn’t drink any,” Gregory said as he watched the creature sail away. As he started to close the door, something peculiar caught his eyes in the distance. A girl, hands bound in front of her, was walking toward the tower, followed by two men on Karl’s team, sticks in hand. 

“Is that...Violet?”

Crossing the room, Hannah and Laurel joined him in the doorway, watching the soldiers march their captive toward the building. Violet was the girl Hannah had despised most during her time at the Academy. Not only was she the most stuck up of the nobles, but she had also deliberately tried to make Hannah’s world a living hell.

Seeing her in the custody of their troops made her heart leap for a moment, but then she wondered what the hell she was doing here. Nothing about the girl had impressed Hannah, except perhaps her ability to be a complete and utter douche. She certainly wouldn’t have been sent by Adrien to spy on their community, not unless part of his master plan was getting the young woman caught. Hannah guessed that wasn’t outside of the realm of possibility.

As they got near, Violet squinted, staring in the direction of Hannah and Gregory. “That’s them. They’re the ones I need to see. Let me go, scumbags.”

Hannah smiled as they half-carried her up the steps. 

“What’s going on here?” she asked Karl’s men.

Philip, a boy she had grown up with in the Boulevard, pushed Violet toward them. “We found her in the woods on the south side. Said she needed to see the nerd and Deborah. Just kept repeating it over and over. She sounded a little out of her mind. Billy here thought she might be a remnant.”

“I’m not a bloody remnant, you dipshit. My father—”

Hannah up held a hand stop her, and thankfully Violet complied. “I know her. Unfasten her hands. Gregory and I will take it from here, see if we can’t find Deborah or the nerd she’s talking about.”

Cutting the rope tying her wrists together, Philip nodded to Hannah and turned to leave. Billy was right on his heels. 

“Hey, guys,” Hannah called behind them. They glanced over their shoulders. “Nice work out there.”

The men left with a grin and a little wave, heading back to their rounds on the edge of the woods.

Violet’s eyes, generally adorned with the finest cosmetics coin could buy, were bare. Dark circles stretched toward her cheekbones. “Deborah, thank the Matriarch. I’m so glad to see you.” She glanced at Gregory. “And you, too.”

“Cut the shit, Violet. What the hell are you doing here? And can you give me one good reason I shouldn’t hang your body from the top of this tower and let it sway in the wind while the birds pick it to pieces?”

The young woman’s eyes grew wide and her bottom lip trembled. She just stared mutely at the girl she had known only as Deborah. Whether it was the threat of force, the stories of Hannah’s display of power in the fight against the Arcadian forces, or the fact that she was now a prisoner of the enemy, Hannah couldn’t be certain.

Finally the girl spoke. “I am here to learn the truth. What happened to my brother?” She croaked out her last word and broke into tears.

Gregory and Hannah shared a look before he finally nodded. Hannah took the cue and wrapped her arm around Violet as she shook with emotion. “Come on, let’s get you warmed up.”




















CHAPTER EIGHTEEN




The great hall was full of people preparing to fight or working to keep the tower fed. They were occupied enough not to notice the three young people sitting in chairs drawn close to the fire. With one hand, Violet pulled the blanket up to her chin. It quivered in tandem with her shaking body. In the other, she gripped a mug of herbal tea that Eleanor had made without complaint.

“First of all, my real name is Hannah.”

Violet looked over her mug with a vacant stare.

“Deborah was a ruse. The hair, the family, being a student. It was all a lie, a part of our plan to overthrow Adrien and take back the city. To return it to the way it was supposed to be.”

She blew across the surface of the steaming brew and looked at Gregory. “Then who are you? Some sort of spy, too?”

“Me?” Gregory asked. “I’m still just Gregory. Same guy, completely different life.” He gestured toward the people moving around. “As you can see. But my question is, what are you doing here?”

Violet took a long drink of tea, then sighed before jumping into her story.

“I came here because I didn’t know what else to do. After you,” she glanced around the room, “all of you did what you did, Adrien was furious. He gave a very impressive speech about the dangers you all presented to the good life we were living in the city, and how if we wanted to preserve our lives, we would ready ourselves for attack. All the students, including me, were inspired. You know how Adrien can be.” She looked at Gregory with pleading eyes. “Classes were canceled, or so they said. In fact, they really just changed. The faculty began teaching us how to use our gifts for combat.”

Hannah nodded, listening. It confirmed everything she had assumed, but she wanted to get to the meat of the story. 

“There was a problem for a few of us,” she continued. “Some of the students had siblings who were part of Adrien’s Scholars’ Program. I was told that my brother Robert had been accepted into the program and that it was residential, which, made sense at the time. But once the pivot happened, once we all began to train for war, I expected the best students to return to the community. To become part of the great plan to thwart the rebels and re-establish peace in Arcadia.”

Glancing at Gregory, Hannah saw the scowl growing on his face. He too had been accepted into Adrien’s Scholars’ Program, and it had ended with him being chained to the machine, his power and life being drained out of him.

“Go on,” Hannah urged her.

“Rumors started to circulate in the residence halls and between training times that Adrien had used our friends and family members in a most horrible way. He…he sucked the life out of them.” She paused to sip her tea. “I don’t know what is true and what isn’t, but I couldn’t get any answers inside the city, so I came to the only people I knew who might tell me something. Do you know? Do you know what happened to my brother?”

Hannah opened her mouth to speak, but the words wouldn’t come. Gregory reached out a hand and placed it on Violet’s knee. 

“The rumors are true. Adrien killed every person who accepted his scholarship. I’m sorry.”

Violet stared at the floor. She didn’t cry or scream or shake, she just stared down, as if she could see through it. Finally, she looked up and it was clear that she made up her mind about something.

“Thank you for telling me the truth. Now I have something to tell you, Deborah.”

“It’s Hannah.”

“Sorry. I know I was a complete bitch to you. There’s no excuse. But maybe I can make it up to you. Adrien’s planning to attack tomorrow. He’s coming with everything he’s got. Soldiers, the student magicians, Capitol Guard, everything.”

Hannah’s face twisted in confusion. “Why the hell would you tell me this?”

“Because if that bastard killed my brother, I want to see him burn. And apparently you’re the one who can make that happen, Hannah.”

A small smile lit Hannah’s face. “Thank you, Violet. And for the first time, I think that you and I just might agree on something. Adrien is a bastard.” Her face became as serious as death. “He killed your brother, and he killed mine too. Day by day, he is killing all of Arcadia, whether they know it or not, all for his own selfish gain. But if your intel is correct, that all ends tomorrow. Would you like to help?”

Violet put her tea down and stood. “Just point me in the right direction.”

Hannah stood as well. “Then welcome to the revolution. You’re just in time.”

****

Hannah stood by the window watching Sal, still affected by the druid’s brew, fly loops and turns over the tower’s lawn. Even with the weight of everything that was about to happen, she couldn’t help but smile at her seemingly possessed dragon.

She turned and looked around the room. Everyone sat at the table and talked, unaware of the meeting they were about to have. Only Gregory sat quietly at his normal seat. His hands were crossed, and he stared at his white knuckles. She knew that while the others were discussing their day and trying to best one another with the achievements of their students, Gregory sat going over the design of his machine in his head, currently only partially built in the basement, and trying to figure out the final steps to complete it.

The door swung open and everyone turned to see Ezekiel standing in the doorway. His face bore a severity they had seldom encountered.

“Take your seats,” he said, and the room complied. He made his way to the head of the table and pulled out his chair, but remained standing.  After giving his leaders time to get settled, he began. “It is time for us to consider the plan for battle. We must make haste, for—”

Karl cleared his throat with a violent cough, and everyone turned to face him. The rearick, though rough around the edges and more likely to speak a hard truth than a word of praise, was loved and admired by all of them. Clearly, he was also the most experienced warrior in the room.

“Prepare for battle? My men are hardly marching in a straight line.” He smoothed his beard and looked at Amelia. “And the magicians, if ya want to call ‘em that, couldn’t conjure a fireball big enough to warm me scrotum.”

“Surely it couldn’t take much,” Parker quipped with a grin, drawing laughter from the room.

Karl waved his hand at his friend and continued, “Scheisse, I’m just saying let’s learn to walk before we go kick some arse, Ezekiel. Get the fundamentals, then we take the fight to ‘em.”

“I appreciate the sentiment, my friend,” Ezekiel said. “Problem is, I’m not talking about taking the battle to them. Quite the contrary. I have just met with Hannah,” he motioned to his student, “and she has come upon some very interesting and, frankly, terrifying information. A young woman from the Academy has defected to our community. She brought news from the city. They know where we are, and they are coming tomorrow.”

Karl snorted. “Gah! Nothing good will come from this. A tactic older than your beard, wizard. Send in one of their own lookin’ for protection. I say it’s perfect horseshit, but if ya let me talk to this lass—”

Ezekiel ignored the rearick, continuing without missing a beat. “Violet, an Academy student, has allegedly come to the realization that the people she thought wanted good actually desired only ill. Her brother was among the misled souls whose power and life were sacrificed on the altar of Adrien’s mighty ship. She came for truth. She’s staying for justice.”

The room seemed to darken. All eyes were fastened on him, knowing there was more.

“Young Violet found us because they know we are here. She came this day for information because she knows that by this time tomorrow we may have already met our demise.”

The room exploded, everyone speaking at once. Ezekiel tapped his staff on the floor, drawing their attention back to him. “There is no time for this. I have not gathered children, but magicians, warriors, and masters of various crafts. Now is the time to finalize our plan and agree on our separate roles in it, or else the young noblewoman’s fear—our defeat—will come true.”

Gregory slowly put his hand in the air. Ezekiel gave a permissive nod. “How do we know it isn’t some sort of trick? I knew Violet well in Arcadia. I mean, I grew up with her. She’s always been a…” his eyes caught Hannah’s. “Frankly? A real bitch. Her story about her brother, while moving, was the perfect excuse, and, no offense, Hannah, she delivered it to the right person, someone who could relate.”

“We know,” Hadley interjected. “After Hannah reported to Ezekiel, he brought in Julianne and me to do our thing.”

Julianne took over. “It’s true. The girl is both terrified and angry. She wants to see Adrien fall as badly as any of us. I have no doubt she’s telling the truth. But…” The Master Mystic let her words trail off.

“But what?” Hannah asked, crinkling her nose.

Hadley leaned in. “It’s the problem with our mental magic. We’re very good at getting inside people’s minds. Once in there, we can read their emotions and motivations, and understand exactly what they are thinking.”

Gregory laughed. “But you don’t know if Adrien is really attacking tomorrow or if Violet just really, really believes he is.”

“Exactly,” Julianne replied.

Shaking his head, the engineer continued to laugh. “Brilliant. I never thought of it like that. It’s so simple. Just imagine what one would be able to do if they were to—”

“Gregory!” Hannah shot at her friend. “Not now.”

“Oh, right. Sorry!”

Ezekiel pulled out the chair and sat. His team waited for his words. “Regardless, we have to prepare as if it were true. I know the timing is bad, but with his forces coming to us, we have a strategic advantage. What’s more, they don’t know that we know, so we should retain some measure of surprise. But the roles remain the same.” He looked at Karl. “Your men are the muscle on the ground. Believe in your men. They are more ready than you can imagine.”

Karl nodded. “Hope so, wizard. We’re going to need ‘em.”

Without a response, he turned to Amelia. “The physical magicians will support the ground crew. Block their magicians’ attacks and offer some sort of cover support. Make sure your strongest are ready to fight.”

“And the others?”

“We’ll get to that.” He shifted his eyes to Marcus. “Your crew with the magitech weapons will provide our cover fire. They might not have accuracy, but when you’re dealing with a large mass of people a volley of power with adequate aim will be effective. Without your ranged attacks, their magitech gunners will walk right over us. Ida and Markell, the two mystics who have decided to help, will join with Hadley as our eyes, ears, and minds on the ground. They can gain access to Adrien’s forces, and their information will be invaluable. But they will also be our communications team. We will have a perfect line of communication throughout the entire battle, an advantage that should not be underestimated.”

“Aye, I can hear the tales now.” Karl grinned. “And it wasn’t steel or brute determination that won the fight, but the force of mind jabbering.”

Ezekiel gave him a quick glance and narrowed his eyes. Karl took the hint.

“We can expect that they will be bringing the airship,” Ezekiel continued. “We all know what it did to the Boulevard. It has more power than all of us combined. But Gregory there has been working on a mechanism to bring it down.”

Gregory stood. “You see, I have a hollowed-out beam that I have modified with the use of some physical computations and—”

“Not now, Gregory. We’ll get there. You’re on your own, son. And I know you can accomplish the task.”

“Actually,” he began meekly. “I could use some help. Laurel’s, to be exact.”

Ezekiel nodded. “Fine. Laurel, once you’ve finished crafting your defenses, you’re to report to Gregory. Do whatever he wants.”

Laurel raised one eyebrow and stared at Gregory. “Sounds like fun.”

He immediately turned a bright shade of pink.

“Not whatever you want, Loverboy,” Hannah retorted with a grin, causing Gregory to shrink into his chair.

Pointing his staff toward the roof, Ezekiel told them that he would orchestrate the fight from above. It would also be a vantage point that would allow him, when possible, to assist the different teams’ maneuvers.

“And what about her?” Hadley asked with a nod toward Hannah.

Ezekiel smiled. “Hannah’s job is to kick as much ass as possible and drive the fear of the Matriarch into every fool who thought it was wise to come against us.”

The team fell silent and stared at her. They had all seen her power, and they trusted that she would use it without hesitation.

Hannah shrugged. “Not only will I kick ass, I’ll look damned good while doing it.”

The team laughed. Hannah was glad to break the tension, even though she knew they might not all come through the battle.

“So, now you know your general roles,” Ezekiel muttered. “It’s time to lay out the plan in detail. If we stick to it, stay strong, and manage to find a little bit of luck, we should be able to make it through this. I for one am ready to see Adrien’s rule come to an end. Whatever happens tomorrow, that man dies. I can promise you that.”




















CHAPTER NINETEEN




Hannah tossed and turned as Sal laid next to her, snoring as loudly as a broken gristmill. Laurel’s kaffe had taken its toll on him and after nearly two hours of flying crazy loops around the tower, he had finally crashed hard.

At least he got some practice in, she thought as she turned to her other side. 

She was surprised that anyone could sleep after the meeting, but the gentle sound of her roommates’ snores accented her dragon’s rumblings. 

Finally realizing that resting was a lost cause, she swung her legs over the side of the bed, slid on her shoes, and tiptoed out of the room. Images of battle and her own fight against faceless Arcadians continued to swim through her mind. She needed some air but didn’t want to see any of the men guarding the tower, so she went to the stairwell and climbed to the roof. 

Her eyes widened as she saw a familiar silhouette in the moonlight. She wasn’t the only one who couldn’t rest. 

“Remember the first time we were up here?” she remarked into the cold night air.

Ezekiel turned. His face was solemn, but then, as he pondered the question, it softened into a warm smile. “Of course. We meditated here, one of our first days together.”

“You meditated here. I just sat, thinking ‘What the hell did I get myself into?’ if I remember correctly.”

“That’s why you couldn’t do shit your first few days.”

She knocked her teacher with her hip as they both looked out at the woods, illuminated by a moon that was nearly full. “That was a lifetime ago.”

“And not even a year. Life is funny, is it not?”

She nodded, not needing to answer with words. 

“Have I ever really thanked you, Zeke?”

He turned, and his face looked older than she’d ever seen it in the light of the moon. “Why would you? I am the one who owes you thanks. You have given the people hope, just like she did in the days before the Age of Madness.”

“Let’s not get religious tonight.”

Ezekiel laughed. “We’re always getting religious, Hannah. Religion is simply a collection of practices we ritualize based on the things we believe, even if we don’t understand them. Your use of magic is pretty damned religious.”

She thought about it for a moment and realized he was right, at least by that definition. “Will I ever really understand it? Magic, I mean?”

The old man stroked his beard. “Maybe.”

“Why maybe?”

“I have a feeling that if we live through this fight, you will have a chance to learn more than you want to know about the means and ends of our magic. But let’s finish this quest before we move on to the next, shall we?”

Hannah shrugged. “I guess. Only sometimes I think that if I understood my magic better, I could control it more, use it better. Like Gregory and all of his damned machines.”

“On the contrary.” He shifted his staff from his right hand to his left. “Sometimes true belief in that which we do not understand makes the power fiercer.”

Hannah glanced over at him. “You know that half of what you say sounds like complete nonsense, right?”

“I do.” He smiled.

“Good. As long as we have that clear.” They stood in silence for a moment, and she finally asked, “Do you think we have a chance?”

Ezekiel reached into his bag and pulled out his pipe. Carefully packing it with the final scraps of his good herbs from the Heights, he tamped the bowl, lit it, drew on it, and nodded. “We do.”

She watched his smoke rings float into the moonlight. “I can’t imagine how. They have hundreds, maybe thousands of soldiers. They’re all trained to kill and destroy. Most have been doing it all their lives. A year ago, I was only a pickpocket.”

Ezekiel took a step forward and squared his shoulders with hers. “Those men and women who will advance on us tomorrow? Some of them are the best fighters in Irth, you’re right about that. But what are they fighting for?”

Hannah waited, hoping he would supply the answer to his own riddle. When it was apparent that he really wanted her response, she replied, “I don’t know. Glory. Honor. Maybe wealth.”

He nodded. “Yes. I think you’re right. Some of them, also power and a seat at Adrien’s dreadful table. All of those are powerful motivations, but they don’t amount to a fraction of why we fight.”

“And what’s that?”

“Religion,” he declared, exhaling smoke through his nose.

She shook her head. “You’re a stubborn man, Zeke. We don’t all believe in the Matriarch and the Patriarch like you do.”

“I know. But that is not necessarily the religion I mean, though, for some of us it plays a part. We fight for something we believe in, but we don’t fully understand. We fight for justice.”

Hannah laughed at his response. “We use that word a lot. Maybe so much I don’t know what it means sometimes.”

“Aye. That’s exactly what makes it so richly religious. Justice is the vision of how things ought to be. And we are ready to lay down our lives for that vision. Whether for the poor kid sleeping in the rubble of the Boulevard, the farmer who is cheated at the market, or the young woman, defenseless as far as she knows, in a back alley of the city I once loved.” The corners of his mouth turned up, almost in a smile. Hannah knew exactly what he was talking about. “We fight because we know things are wrong. We fight because we trust they can be better.”

“Things will be better once I shove a fireball up Adrien’s ass and push it out his eye sockets. Only then will I consider justice served.”

Ezekiel nodded, drawing on his pipe. The bowl glowed red, like the color of his eyes when he cast magic. “Yes. That will be an act of justice, indeed. And then…”

“Then what?”

“Then we continue, pushing the darkness further and further out until there is nothing but light.”

Hannah pivoted so they were standing side by side again, both watching the moon run its course. “Will there ever be rest?”

“Yes, I believe there will, but maybe not for us.”

“Shit. I was afraid you’d say that.”

Hannah was about to object, to talk about how she wanted to settle down, have a quiet life, but before she could, a voice broke into her mind.

It was Hadley.

They are passing the Arcadian gate. There are hundreds and hundreds of them. Maybe a thousand. This is happening.

A chill ran up Hannah’s spine. In a way, she had hoped that the rearick was right, that Violet’s presence was a hoax to scare them, to drive them away from Arcadia for good. Then she exhaled and pushed the fear away, just as she had tried to do months ago on that very roof.

“They’re coming.”

Ezekiel kept his eyes on the glowing orb in the sky. “I know. Better get that fireball ready.”

****

As dawn broke, Hannah stood and watched people run in every direction, readying themselves for war. They had all come to the tower for different reasons—nobles, the poor, men, women, children, and the elderly. But she couldn’t help smiling now as she watched them move as one body. As rebels, working together for a common vision of a city worth living in.

The Arcadian rebels had their act together, and Hannah trusted that their team leaders could handle the details. She headed for her room to prepare herself for battle.

She turned the corner of the corridor leading to her room and saw two figures standing close to each other. It was Julianne and Marcus. While she hadn’t spent much time with him, Marcus had won over Parker, which, considering her friend’s suspicious nature, was saying something. That and the Master Mystic’s vote of confidence had sealed the deal.

Hannah stepped back around the corner. She felt badly for eavesdropping, but not enough to stop. Marcus could still be a double agent, so she considered it reconnaissance.

“You going to be ok out there?” Julianne asked, her voice tinged with concern.

Marcus’s voice was low, but confident. “Nothing to it. I’ve been in the shit more than once, and this’ll be easier than following you and Doyle into the Frozen North, that’s for sure.”

She laughed. “Yeah. And you almost died out there, if you don’t remember.” 

“I did. Until you saved me.”

Julianne laughed as she said, “There’s something I never told you.”

“What’s that?”

Her voice grew serious. “I came this close to throwing you into that ravine.”

“Well, then, I guess I’m a hell of a lot safer here than I was in the Frozen North.” He paused. “Why didn’t you?”

Hannah glanced around the corner and saw Julianne reach out and grab his arm. 

“Maybe I still have some plans to use you,” she declared.

He laughed. “That’s something we’ll need to revisit after all of this.”

Hannah jumped as Maddie grabbed her by the arm.

“Shit!” she yelped. “You scared me.”

Julianne and Marcus looked up and took a step away from each other. 

“Hey, guys.” Hannah waved. They nodded back sheepishly.

“Come with me,” Maddie demanded and led Hannah back to the great hall.

They walked to a corner of the room, where the wooden box from the Mortimer sat waiting for them. Hannah stood motionless as the noblewoman knelt by the box and pulled out each piece of armor with care.

“I can do this,” Hannah said. 

Maddie, on her knees before the young magician, looked up and smiled. “I’ve been told this is a tradition of old. The warrior, the one who was ready to ride out and offer his life for the sake of those he loved, would be served in this way. Today we maintain this piece of our history for the sake of our future.”

Hannah still didn’t like it, but she nodded, accepting the service.

“Thank you, Maddie.”

“It’s nothing. Really, this is an honor.”

Hannah shook her head. “I’m not talking about the armor. I’m talking about you. The things you do around here are incredibly important, but I know they get lost in the midst of training for fights and learning magic. We couldn’t be us if you weren’t you.”

Maddie’s face glowed. “Well, thank you. I don’t need thanks, and I know that my work is at least somewhat important.” Maddie attached the last piece over Hannah’s chest and stood back with a whistle. “Now you look like a true warrior.”

Hannah listened, but didn’t respond. Instead, she grabbed Maddie’s hand and squeezed. “There’s one more thing. Something you have to do today that’s actually more important than what Ezekiel, Karl, or even I do out there.” She nodded beyond the doors of the tower.

“Anything.”

“I’m sending the old folks and the children with you. Take them down to the basement. It’s not much safer than anywhere else, but it’s the best place for them. Do whatever is needed to protect them, Maddie.”

Maddie squeezed Hannah’s hand, suddenly looking years older than she was. “You have my word.”

The women hugged. Hannah held Maddie close. She knew it might be the last time they ever saw one other. Breaking the embrace, Hannah said, “And don’t forget that you have already performed the absolute hardest job in all of the rebellion.”

Maddie furrowed her brow. “Really? What could that be?”

“You taught me how to dance,” Hannah joked through laughter.

With one last goodbye, Hannah turned to find her leaders. Each of them was making final preparations and reminding their individual cohorts of the task that lay ahead. She instructed them to gather in the grass at the base of the stairs so that Ezekiel could share any last words before they headed to their stations.

It wasn’t long before almost everyone was there, almost two hundred in all, but one person was missing.

Ezekiel.

Where the hell are you? Hannah thought to him. She got no response.

The people shifted impatiently on the grass below, and she cursed her mentor. Glancing at the sun rising higher in the sky, she realized that they needed to start. Adrien’s forces would be upon them before they knew it, and maybe even Adrien himself.

She raised her hands over her head and the crowd hushed. All eyes were on her.

Clearing her throat, she spoke as loudly as she could. “We are Arcadians!” The crowd cheered in response, and she felt power and confidence well up under her skin. “And today we make the first step toward home. There are times for long-winded speeches, but this is not one of those days. You have worked, studied, and trained. The fight has come sooner than expected, but that is no matter. Each and every one of you has power.” She drew on the words of Ezekiel from a few hours before. “You have a belief that is deeper than any mine in the Heights and higher than the peaks in the Frozen North. Our fight is driven by our love, a love for what once was and what could be again. Let me not mislead you. Some of us will not live to see the sunrise tomorrow. But our blood will feed a new Arcadia and a better Irth.”

She looked down at the front row, her eyes landing on Parker’s. A smile covered his face. He was proud of her, and that gave her courage. As his smile faded, he gave her a nod. She realized it was the closest thing to a goodbye they would share.

“Now let’s get out there and kick some ass!”

The crowd roared. As each of the leaders moved off in different directions, their teams followed, leaving Hannah standing at the top of the steps watching them go. She felt the familiar rub against her hip. She instinctively reached down and scratched Sal under his chin.

“I’ve got a job for you. You’re not going to like it.”

The dragon’s tongue flickered as his eyes looked at his master unblinkingly.

“Go to the basement with the kids and old folk. If anyone who isn’t one of us comes down, I want you to rip them to shreds. Keep ripping until you can do no more. In that room are the memories of Arcadia and its future. Can you do that for me?”

Sal crouched down and let out a deep growl. He didn’t want to leave her, and she knew it. To be honest, she didn’t want him to go.

“Listen, pal, you’re one of the best things that has happened to me for a long time. I’d love for you to come, to have you fight by my side, but if those bastards make it through to the tower I need you down there as a last defense. Our most vulnerable need you.”

Sal gave Hannah's leg one last nudge, then turned and ran inside the tower.

Hannah watched as the teams spread out and disappeared into their positions.  She realized that, one way or another, nothing would be the same again.




















CHAPTER TWENTY




Captain Dickerson shifted in the saddle as he rode toward the tower, his handlebar mustache bouncing in time with the horse’s slow walk. 

Men on horseback flanked him, fifty on either side; men adept at fast riding and faster magic. 

They were his elite warriors, trained at the Academy and ready to put their magic to good use. Each of them rode tall, proud of their position of prestige among the Arcadian soldiers. 

Immediately behind them walked the grunts, mostly unskilled men and women who would fight sloppy and dirty. If the rebels offered any sort of resistance, some of them would be fodder on the battlefield, but Dickerson didn’t expect that to be an issue. 

Instead, he presumed he’d be home before dark for a hot meal, a cold ale, and quick lay in the Dragon’s Lair, his favorite of Arcadia’s whorehouses.

Taking up the rear were the soldiers trained in the use of magitech. Most of them were the Guard who had patrolled the streets before the Battle of the Boulevard. Over the past month, they had been retrained for combat in the open, and most of them took to the task splendidly.

The captain was certain they had brought far too many people into the field. A small group of rebels could easily be wiped clean with a handful of gifted fighters, or so he thought. Nevertheless, Adrien had chided him for underestimating their foe and insisted on sending nearly a full force, leaving behind only enough to look after Arcadia in their stead.

Riding over a rise which overlooked an open field, Dickerson’s eyes grew wide as he spied a single figure. It was a woman, her right hand raised with fingers splayed. It was the sign for a tressen, a military tradition in which the commanders of opposing armies met first to consider the terms of the war. Dating back to sometime before the Age of Madness, the tressen had become more of a time for trash talk and insults than anything else.

A greater insult, though, had already been offered. Dickerson looked left and right at his horsemen and then scoffed as he glared back at the lone woman standing in the middle of the field. “Apparently no man among them is willing to face me. Looks like that flower has hardly even blossomed.” His men laughed and hurled obscenities at the woman. “This is going to be easier than we expected, gentlemen. I guess I will have to go and do my duty. The tressen might just turn out to be my most difficult task of the day.”

He rode toward her while his men continue to laugh. As he approached, Dickerson noticed that the woman was wearing new armor, no hint of wear to it. Figures, he thought. These assholes have never seen battle.

Twenty feet from his foe, he stopped and raised his own hand, fingers splayed, the traditional response to the call for tressen, before they both dropped their arms to their sides. He didn’t bother to dignify her presence by getting off his horse. Rather, keeping one fist curled near his crotch, he leaned back and narrowed his eyes.

“Darling, shouldn’t you be back nursing the children or maybe even being nursed yourself?” Dickerson grinned to completely patronize her. “I assume that you are the Hannah everyone in Arcadia is talking about these days. Funny, I expected a bit more.”

Ignoring his comments, Hannah offered their terms. “Lay down your arms,” she shouted, “and turn around now. If you do that, you and your men will live to see the sunset.”

Dickerson started to laugh uncontrollably. “Are you serious?”

“Advance, and I will make sure I cut your throat myself!”

The look in her eyes told him that she was serious. His hubris pushed him into a state of anger. “Cut my throat? Girl, I was mowing down remnant by the dozen before you were born. By the time you were walking, I was taking out full battalions with my left hand. And now you dare talk to me like this?”

A smile grew on her face. “I heard you had been sent away from Arcadia, Dickstache. You’re washed up, a has-been. Adrien only brought you back because he was desperate. If it weren’t for us already striking a blow to his forces, if it wasn’t for my people having taken down the captain named Stellan, you’d still be on the edges of the Madlands with your thumb up your ass, or using your left hand for something other than killing.”

Dickerson’s anger turned to rage. In a move fast enough to show his experience, he pulled his magitech rifle from his hip. Its barrel was short but wide. Without a word, he broke the most fundamental rule of warfare and attacked during a tressen.

A powerful blue blast shot from the weapon. It should have been enough to take down a man twice her size, but instead of leveling her, it went right through, as if she weren’t there. Dirt exploded behind her.

The image of Hannah smiled wider and showed the captain her middle finger. “Nice shot, douche nugget. Remember, I’ll be waiting for you myself.” Then she flickered and disappeared.

Dickerson’s face grew red and a vein popped from the middle of his forehead. He had planned on showing the rebels mercy, but that all ended now. “Company C, take to the woods. Find them and bring me their heads.”

The men on horseback spread, leaving room for the foot soldiers to move through. The fifty men drew their weapons and dashed across the remainder of the open field, hurling themselves into the woods. The captain smiled as he waited for the screams of their victims, but there was only silence.

Minutes later, screams did arise from the forest, but they weren’t from the rebels. Men charged out of the woods, Dickerson’s men, their faces painted with terror. As one man cut close to Dickerson the captain raised his boot, taking the man out at the shoulder. 

“What the hell are you running from, you damned coward?”

Spinning, the man looked up at his leader. “Monsters, sir. Brutal things like I’ve never seen in those woods.”

“Weak-minded fools,” Dickerson muttered under his breath. 

He jammed his thumb and middle finger into his mouth and gave a shrill whistle. The soldiers stopped, cowering behind the horsemen and interspersed with the Guards carrying magitech.

Shifting the reins, Dickerson turned his horse to face his army.

“They’re nothing other than a few peasants with a trick or two up their sleeves. Do not fall for their mindfuckery. Anything that doesn’t look real isn’t. On my command, full assault, straight on. No one stops until every last one of them is dead. Men, women, and children. Let’s show them some real monsters.”

“Sir,” his second-in-command said from his right, “full assault? We could do a simple maneuver.”

Dickerson snickered. “Come on, Curt. You, too? This will be a good opportunity for the men to get some blood on their hands. It will raise morale for the wars to come.” He raised his brows. “Or are you also afraid of a little girl and shadows in the woods?” 

“No, sir. I’m good.”

He raised a finger and pointed it in the man’s direction. “Good. Now, don’t even think of questioning my commands again. Next time, you will be on the sharp side of my sword. Send the order.”

The man swallowed hard and straightened his helmet. 

“Charge!” he yelled.

Dickerson sat watching as his men moved into the woods. This will be a glorious day, he thought.

****

A stiff winter wind cut through Ezekiel’s beard as he stood on the roof of the tower. The far-off battle cry met his ears along with the sound of four hundred hooves.

He couldn’t help but smile. Julianne’s projection of Hannah had done the trick, and hopefully it had put the captain off his game. From the sound of things, he was launching an impatient attack. Exactly what they had hoped for.

He reached out to Hannah with his mind. Ok, they took the bait and are on the move. Remember, don’t engage until after we’ve split them up. They might be arrogant, but their arrogance comes honestly. They outnumber us ten to one, and there’s a lot of skill represented. 

Got it, Hannah replied. Don’t worry. I plan on taking my time with this.

****

Parker balanced in the crotch of a tree, high above the advancing troops. The horses slowed as they moved cautiously through the thick brambles. Laurel had spent days asking the forest to congregate in this spot, exactly where Hannah’s taunting was meant to lead them. It wasn’t like the thick wall protecting the border of the Dark Forest, but it was enough to slow their charge and piss them off. As the infantry and magitech soldiers caught up to the men on horseback, Parker held his breath.

Wait for it, he told himself. Come on, you scum-sucking shit-hounds.

As the first wave of men, madness in their eyes, passed under him, Parker chirped out the call of the thrush, a signal they had practiced for a moment such as this. Hadley, thirty feet off, nodded and repeated the call for the women from the Boulevard.

“Now!” Krystal called to her team. 

Four other women swung axes fit for a rearick, severing vines as thick as their arms. The vines were holding up a handful of mighty oaks whose trunks had been all but chopped through earlier. The oaks creaked as their supporting vines were cut, but they remained standing.

Come on, old man, Parker begged as he held his breath. 

The Arcadian troops froze, looking for the origin of Krystal’s shout.

“There!” one of them shouted, pointing in her direction.

Before the men could move, a mighty wind blew from the direction of the tower. Parker held on for dear life as his own tree swayed in the gale; the old oaks didn’t stand a chance. Their trunks cracked and they fell with a mighty whoosh, landing in the middle of the soldiers and taking out scores of them.

“Thanks, Zeke.” Parker laughed as he watched men scramble out from the boughs of the oaks. The less-experienced foot soldiers ran away from the tower.

“Hold your ground!” Curt shouted again and again from his saddle until the chaos subsided. He directed the magic users on horseback to move the fallen trees out of the way. As they worked, the remaining soldiers stood uneasily. Eyes darted everywhere as they looked for the enemy. Silence fell over the forest until the blue power of magitech blasters assaulted the troops from their right. Streaks of power cut through their numbers.

“Return fire!” Curt shouted, pointing his sword in the direction of the rebels’ magitech attack. The soldiers dropped to one knee and raised their rifles to engage with the invisible enemy hiding in the trees, but the rebel attack ended as quickly as it had begun.

“Let them go!” Curt screamed. “They want to divide us. We advance, just as the captain ordered. Be ready.”

Parker cursed as he watched them clear the trees and march toward the tower. The mounted leader was smarter than they expected, but the rebels had more than one trick up their sleeves. From where he sat, he could see Hadley standing still as a statue. He imagined the mystic’s eyes filming over in perfect white as he relayed the message about the advance, and then Hadley disappeared.

“Damn, nice camouflage,” Parker muttered as he scrambled down from the tree.

****

Hannah crouched on the edge of the River Wren, just east of the tower. Her hands would be freezing in the winter water if she weren’t so damned focused on the task at hand. Glancing at Laurel, mimicking her position, Hannah noticed beads of sweat building on her forehead. She let her eyes wander past the druid toward the wall of water they were holding back with a magical dam.

The girl was impressive, and if a druid of only sixteen could have such an impact on the magical world, Hannah could only imagine what the rest of them were capable of.

“You holding up ok?”

The girl nodded without looking up. “Ok. The river is responding well to my request,” the generally talkative girl answered curtly.

She had explained that she had done this once before as part of her training. Not only was she stopping the flow of the water, but at her request, the river itself was, in fact, gathering itself up farther north so it didn’t flood their region.

“Takes a lot of energy, huh?”

Laurel grimaced. “You know that feeling when you create and launch about ten ginormous fireballs?”

“Uh huh,” she responded without looking over.

“Take that feeling and multiply it by a thousand. This is kind of kicking my ass!”

Hannah laughed and refocused her energy on coaxing the water into following their command. It was working, but she knew they couldn’t hold it forever. After a few more minutes, Ezekiel’s voice echoed in her mind. 

How’s it going?

Hannah replied, Can’t really chat right now, Zeke. I don’t know how long the kid can hold this.

Good. The forest is doing its job. They’re already on the mark. Be ready, he said before she felt him leave her mind.

“It’s almost time.”

Laurel spoke through gritted teeth. “Good.”

Stealing a glance at Laurel, Hannah asked, “I’m helping, right?”

“See all this water?”

“Yeah.” Hannah nodded.

Laurel stole a glance at her for the first time since her hands entered the river. “I imagine you’re holding back at least a gallon of it.”

Hannah laughed and turned back her task, leaving Laurel to concentrate.

****

Dickerson wasn’t one to allow any other soldier to take his glory, even if he deserved it. The thought of Curt being in command when the tower was overrun was unacceptable to the captain, so he kicked his heels into the horse’s side and trotted into the woods. 

Following the path that had been trampled by their giant army, he rode into the place where the trees had done their damage. 

“Whoa!” he grunted as he pulled back on the reins. 

He kicked his leg over the saddle and dismounted. Although he could ride and fight, Dickerson had always been more comfortable on foot. The way the rebels fought, he figured a captain on horseback would be an easy target. Tying the reins to a tree with a simple overhand knot, he gave her a rub on the neck and proceeded on foot.

It took some work to scramble through the edges of the downed oaks, and from his vantage point he could see body parts of fallen soldiers. More than once, a faint moan drifted from beneath the thick limbs of the trees. There was no time for rescue, and a broken soldier meant nothing to him at the moment, so he continued forward. 

Passing a few more bodies, these singed by magitech, he hastened to catch the group, cursing Ezekiel, Hannah, and their damned team of radicals as he went. He would make sure they suffered for this impertinence. 

By the time he had caught up to the other men, blaster fire started again. Everyone hit the ground at once, taking refuge behind whatever cover they could find. He grabbed a soldier by the cloak.

“Sir, we thought we’d lost you,” he said.

Dickerson narrowed his eyes and faked confidence. “To a group of imbecile slum dwellers and a few noble traitors? Not a bloody chance.” He glanced at the cowering men. “Where the hell is Curt?”

The man nodded in the direction that Dickerson was heading. The captain nodded back and then glanced at the magitech rifle in his hand. “Lay down some cover fire for me.”

Sweat glistened on the soldier’s face, and Dickerson realized he wasn’t much more than a boy. War was war, and pawns had their job, no matter how old.

 “Yes, sir.”

“Thanks, kid. You’re doing good work here. Real good work. What’s your name?”

The soldier smiled. “Name’s Avery, sir.”

“All right, Avery. Cover my ass, and I’ll make sure to put in a good word for you when we get back to the city. Maybe even pay your tab at the Dragon’s Lair.”

The kid smiled more broadly, proud to be of assistance and excited at the possibility of climbing the ladder in the Capitol Guard. 

“Go!” Dickerson yelled. 

In tandem, the kid popped up and started shooting blue beams of power in the direction of their attackers, and the captain jumped to a crouch and hurried toward the front of the line. A few steps in, he heard the familiar sound of magitech hitting flesh. He risked a look back at the dead body of the soldier whose name he had already forgotten. 

Blasts sailed past his head as he sped toward the head of the group. Finding Curt, he rolled into place next to him behind a rock outcropping.

“Damn it, Curt, what the hell is going on here?” he shouted over the clamor.

His second-in-command tilted his head toward the captain. “They pop up every ten minutes or so. We exchange fire, and then they disappear. Not many casualties, but we’re not taking much ground either. More of a pain in my ass than anything.”

Dickerson glanced the boulders, looking for the source of the fire. He counted ten, maybe fifteen spots in the trees where the shots were coming from. 

“Time to get this under control.” He motioned at the closest group of men with magitech, eight in total. “Men, for the sake of Arcadia, on my mark, I want you to rush those trees. Fire on them as you go. Got it?”

With fear in their eyes, the men nodded.

“Now!”

They leaped from their cover and ran for the trees, squeezing off round after round of power as their legs churned. Shots continued, but only a few landed, dropping half of the soldiers. And then all went silent. 

Dickerson stood. “Off your asses, Arcadians!”

At his command, the army of loyal soldiers stood, and it was still massive. He could see that Curt’s estimation was right. Some dead, but most of the force remained strong. 

“Almost there, Curt,” he called over his shoulder to his second. He nodded to a break in the trees. Through the gap, they could see the tower standing tall. “Not far now, and we can end this bullshit. Once we’re out of the woods, we will take away their advantage.”

Curt silently nodded. From what he had seen so far, the captain sorely underestimated the power of Ezekiel’s army. It would have been easy to circle around the forest to find an easier way in, but his commander's pride prevented it. He prayed to the Matriarch and Patriarch that the rebels were already playing their best cards, but everything in him said not to bet on it.




















CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE




After a ten-minute march, Dickerson halted the forces at the edge of what appeared to be an old river bed. Beyond it was a thin stand of trees that opened to the tower’s lawn. 

“Made it,” he said to Curt.

The man crouched at the edge of the empty bed, pushing his sword into the wet muck. They exchanged glances; both knew something wasn’t right here.

“Why don’t I let you lead, Curt?” Dickerson said with a shit-eating grin on his face.

“Sir?”

“Yeah. We have everything under control, and it’ll be good for you. Hell, we all know you’re going to have my job someday. Let’s get you out in front.” He nodded toward the tower. “Get your ass over there, spread the men out and secure the perimeter. I’ll be right on your heels.”

Curt nodded, though he had just led the men through miles of rebel-infested forest while the captain cowered in the rear. “Pleased to have the opportunity, sir.”

He let out a whistle and led the men across the river. 

Dickerson watched them go, his eyes also scanning the woods and the empty riverbed to the northwest. It was wide and thick, and the deep mud made the crossing slow. He goaded the men along as they passed, thanking them for their duty and telling them to get ready to slay some rebel scum. After nearly a quarter of the troops were on the other side, Dickerson stepped into the line and held the rest up for a moment. 

“You have done well, men.” He shouted so that most of the remainder could hear him. “Now we take the tower!” The troops let out a roar. He lifted his hand to quiet them, a smile painted under his perfect mustache. “And remember, leave no one alive.”

He turned and stepped into the muddy riverbed.

The men filed in behind him, cursing as they sunk nearly to their knees. Although there was still a war to be waged, all Dickerson could think of was the new boots he had just paid a big sack of coin for and how they were being destroyed, step by muddy step. But his lament was interrupted by what sounded like thunder.

Something’s not right here, he thought, just as he looked to his right in time to see a ten-foot wall of water descend on him and his men. 

It crashed into them with the force of a hundred horses, and all went black.

****

Dickerson opened his eyes as the rushing water swept his body to the south. He was tangled up in arms and legs of other soldiers as well as sticks and debris carried by the river. Groping for whatever he could get his hands on, he dragged himself in the direction he could only guess was toward the surface. After what felt like a lifetime of struggling, he finally broke through. The water ran fast, and the choked screams of dozens filled his ears. 

Desperately, Dickerson clawed the water, doing whatever was necessary to make it to the other side. He ignored the cries for help all around him. They were his soldiers, but he was their leader, much more important in the equation of war. Or at least that’s what he told himself.

With great effort, he barely made it to the river’s edge. He pulled himself out of the water by grabbing fistfuls of muck and roots, then flopped onto the bank, exhausted. A few others had also made it, but most of the men who had been crossing were swept away, never to be heard from again. 

After regaining his breath and composure, Dickerson stood and waved for the soldiers who had been able to pull themselves from the icy waters to follow him. He pushed them hard, marching back upriver. Their bodies needed heat, and he needed revenge.

After a few hundred yards he rejoined Curt, who was directing the men remaining on the other side to find another way to cross. The river was swollen, and it would be dangerous. 

He turned to his captain. “What the hell was that?”

Dickerson grinned. “Never seen nature magic, have you? There is a druid among them. Those bastards ain’t much in hand-to-hand combat, but out in the forest they can be a real pain in the ass.”

Curt’s eyes cut to the river that had just claimed nearly a hundred lives. “Tell me about it.”

“Enough talk. Let’s finish this once and for all.”

No sooner had he spoken the words than the magitech blasts started up again.

“Damn it all to hell!” Curt shouted as the head of the soldier to his right exploded, sending blood and brains all over him. 

The captain and his second-in-command hit the ground.

“Those sons of bitches!” Dickerson cursed. “I’ve had enough of them. Curt, take a contingent and go after those assholes. Find them. Catch them. And then kill them…very slowly.”

Curt nodded. “Yes, sir!” He shouted commands to a few hundred men, and they began to walk in the direction of the latest attack. Once again, the rebels went silent as soon as Adrien’s men acted.

Once they were gone, and with them the magitech fire, Dickerson led the remaining men into the open field, a hundred yards from the tower. He looked around, surveying what remained of the army. They had come in filled with confidence and vigor, but now they looked broken and uncertain, not to mention they were dripping wet in the bitter cold. A stiff wind continued to blow over them, freezing them to the core.

Dickerson twisted the ends of his mustache and stood up straight, feigning confidence. He jerked his thumb over his shoulder in the direction of the tower and raised his voice. “There it is, the last obstacle to victory. All that stands between us and our commendations is a group of weakling peasants led by a stupid girl.”

A voice rang in his head as if he were imagining it. Think again, douche nugget!

The eyes of his men grew wide, and he spun to see a horde of nearly a hundred men, women, and children rushing toward him shrieking as if filled with the Madness. Leading the way was the young woman from the tressen. As she ran, her eyes glowed fire-red. Her left hand held a silver short sword and her right was engulfed in fire. With three more steps, she launched the ball of flames. It hit the ground thirty feet from him, sending two of his men screaming.

Dickerson pulled his sword with one hand and his magitech rifle with the other. Spreading his feet wide, he grunted. “Shit, shit, attack!”

****

“Cease fire!” Parker yelled as he saw the contingent of Arcadian troops advance to within fifty yards. “Now run!”

He shouldered his own magitech spear and sprinted through the thick underbrush up a hill into a stand of trees. They had finally managed to pull away a large portion of the army. He hoped it was enough to give Hannah and the rest a fighting chance. 

Dropping to his stomach, he heard his war women follow suit. Breathing deeply, he tried with all he had to slow his pounding heart. It was beating out of his chest, which did nothing for his aim. Truth be told, none of them could really shoot, but a row of people armed with magitech could do some actual damage. More importantly, they were sowing confusion.

“Fire!” he screamed as he saw the first helmet come into sight.

Blue streams of magical power flew from their new location, taking out a soldier or two but also keying the advancing horde into their location. Parker stopped firing and glanced at his team. They were all drenched in sweat and breathing heavier than he was. They couldn’t keep this up for long without being overtaken by the more powerful Capitol Guard and whoever else was with them.

After a few seconds of exchanging fire, the enemy followed their same pattern. Fifty men, maybe more, jumped to their feet and blasted in every direction as they advanced on his team.

“Run!” he shouted, as he sprang to his feet. 

The ladies followed, sprinting through the trees with their heads down. Krystal was right behind him. There was a scream ten yards behind them. He and Krystal stopped, looking over their shoulders. Glenda, a teen from the Boulevard, had fallen. Parker took a step toward her before Krystal grabbed his arm.

“Get them the hell out of here,” she yelled in his ear. “I got this.”

“No,” Parker said, but she was already gone.

Wide-eyed, he watched Krystal blast her way toward the girl. He held his breath, waving the rest ahead of him. She was right. They needed him to lead if this crazy plan was going to work. But as he looked up, he realized Krystal needed him, too.

A blast struck her in the arm and she spun in mid-air, hitting the ground with a groan.

Everything inside of Parker told him to run in the opposite direction, but loyalty and determination trumped self-preservation. Leveling his weapon at the incoming men, he pulled the trigger again and again. By the time he got to his fallen friend, Glenda was on one knee, taking out Arcadian troops as if she were born with a rifle in her hand. 

She dragged Krystal to her feet.

“Leave me,” she groaned. 

“I’d rather die by your side,” he replied. “And anyway, they don’t listen to me. I need you.”

Parker ran with Krystal hobbling next to him as Glenda backed away, firing. She was slowing the Arcadian approach, but also painting a clear path to where they were hiding. After a hundred yards, they caught up with the rest of the crew in a clearing at the edge of an open field. 

“This is it.” Parker groaned as he handed Krystal off to two other women. “We live or die right there!” he yelled, pointing to a small stand of trees surrounding a pile of rocks in the middle of the enormous clearing. 

Parker and his ladies ran for the one bit of cover around, dodging old, dry, dead wood on their way. As they all cowered behind the boulders, Parker took inventory. Eight of them remained, which wasn’t so bad since they had taken out dozens of the enemy. He nodded at six of the women. “Just keep firing. We need to let them know we mean business.” 

Nodding, the ladies set up stations around the rocks and blasted the Arcadian troops as they emerged on the strip where the clearing met the woods.

Parker turned to Krystal. “You better be ok because I can’t haul your ass out of here.”

The woman smiled through a wince. “Shut the hell up. I’m working on my weight.”

Parker laughed and hugged her as his eyes grew teary. “You’ve done great.”

“Don’t be such a little bitch,” Krystal said. “I’m not giving up this easily.”

Glenda was by their side. “Parker, go. I’ve got this.”

He nodded and turned toward his gunners, who were firing across the open field at the troops gathering in the distance.

“Cease fire,” he ordered.

They all looked at him in disbelief.

“Why the hell would we?” one of them asked. “We can’t make it beyond this field,” she nodded behind them. “You’ve led us into a dead end. We might as well take as many down as we can.”

Parker smiled. “Do you trust me?”

“More than I should,” she responded.

“Good, then let them advance.”

They held their fire, and as they did, the enemy emerged, slowly walking across the field. Parker could see them stepping over the dry, dead wood along the way.

“Come on,” he muttered under his breath while keeping his eyes trained on the enemy.

When the soldiers were halfway between them and the woods, Parker aimed the spear Gregory made him toward the sky, squeezed the trigger three times, and held his breath.

What felt like an eternity passed before he got the response he was hoping for.

Volley after volley of fireballs flew through the air over their heads, landing in the field all around the enemy. As they hit the ground, bursts of flame danced in every direction. The stubble, brush and wood exploded with a whoosh, spreading the fire quickly around the troops.

“Thank the Matriarch,” one of the women said.

“Well,” Parker responded, “you can really start by thanking Amelia and her magicians.”

The fireballs continued to rain down on the troops. Parker looked over the rocks to see them dancing in pain, half of them trying to extinguish their flaming cloaks. “But let’s not let the magicians have all the fun. Have at it!”

The women emerged from their hiding place and began shooting the troops close enough to drop.

****

Amelia watched from the top of a hill as Parker and his team struggled across the field. Krystal, limping between him and another woman, looked like she had taken a beating. Knowing Parker was still alive gave Amelia a burst of energy, but then she saw the contingent of Arcadian soldiers following them. 

When the Guards reached the middle of the field, Parker sent up the signal.

“Now!” Amelia yelled. Her small band of magicians, noble and Unlawful alike, sprang into action. They threw fireball after fireball into the field—everything they had—and watched as the dry brush and wood exploded. 

Screams of anguish from the Arcadian soldiers reached her ears.

“Not half bad,” Roland said, leaning on his crutch by her side.

Although the attack was taking its toll on the other young magicians, he was still fresh. The man had more power than she had imagined. 

Looking down the hill behind Parker and the others, she cursed. “Half-bad isn’t good enough,” she grunted.

Roland spun on his good leg and watched as dozens of men emerged from the fire, many of them dropping to the ground and rolling to put out their flames. Still more had skirted the inferno and were rounding the edges, ready to attack. A handful of Arcadian magic users were in the group, and they were putting out the fire around them. 

“Scheisse, so damn many of them,” he said.

“You sound like the rearick.” Amelia’s eyes were on the enemy, who were pulling themselves together.

“Yeah, thought I’d try that one on.”

Amelia grinned and shook her head. “Doesn’t work for you.”

“Double scheisse.”

“No, really it—”

Before she could finish, she felt Roland grab her arm. She looked at him and then followed his eyes off to the left. Another troop, this one larger than the last, were breaking out of the woods on the east side of the tower. She grabbed Ida, the mystic who was assigned to her troop. 

“Make sure Hannah knows about the attack. Let her know that I’m going to stay here and help clean up this mess before coming to join them.”

“You got it,” the woman said before her eyes turned white. 

Amelia turned back toward Parker and his pinned troops. Roland looked at her, then yelled, “Let’s see how good a teacher you really are.”

Roland’s eyes turned black as he extended his hands in front of him, forming a ball of fire bigger than the others. Dropping his crutches, he balanced on his one leg, pivoted to his left, and launched the massive ball of fire. But it didn’t drop down toward the troops. Instead, it stopped thirty feet over the Arcadians’ heads. 

Sweat dripping from his brow, Roland reached out his hand as if gripping an invisible object and held the ball in place. 

“Now,” he screamed.

Amelia took her cue. With a twist of her wrist, a small glow of magical power formed in her right hand. She snapped her arm and launched the globe toward his flaming ball. It hit dead center, and Roland’s fireball burst into a million pieces, raining fire down onto Adrien’s men. 

Screams filled the air and they ran, hopelessly looking for cover in the open field. She could hear Parker’s women cheering as they continued to pick them off.

“Scheisse,” Amelia sighed, glancing over at Roland, still balancing on his one leg.

“Damn straight.”

Amelia nodded at the troops approaching from the east. “What about them?”

“Looks like they’ll have their hands full.” Roland grinned as he watched the three rearick, axes held high, race toward the enemy. A crowd of warriors, proudly wearing their shackles from the factory, sprinted just behind them. The two forces collided, sending the sounds of clashing steel and the screams of death into the air.

****

Chaos surrounded Hannah as her forces engaged Adrien’s, but all her focus was on the mustache in front of her. His eyes held fear and rage as he fired wildly in her direction.

She ran fast, dodging his attacks. She threw another fireball in his direction as she got closer, this one smaller and more focused. It hit his rifle and he dropped it as the metal began to melt onto his skin. 

Holding his sword in both hands, he glared at her. “That was a mistake, girl. A blast from my rifle would have been quicker.”

She smiled and put her hands together, then slowly pulled them apart, forming a blade of ice as long as his broadsword.

Then it’s a shame for you that I don’t use magitech. I only play with the real thing. Now, let’s see if I can’t keep my promise to you.”

Captain Dickerson charged, swinging his sword two-handed in a vicious arc. But Hannah was ready for him. She remembered her training with Karl and let the man’s size and anger work to her advantage. She ducked the swing and brought her magic up in front of her. The thin blade of ice sliced through the gap in his armor right under his armpit. 

He screamed once in pain, then stumbled backward. She walked forward, raising her ice blade to finish him off. As she was about to impale the captain, hooves thundered in her direction. She turned as a noble on horseback crashed into her. 

She spun and hit the ground hard, her magic blade shattering. She closed her eyes for a second, pushing every thought away. She was exhausted; the work she had done with Laurel had taken a toll. But there was still plenty of fight left, and she would need every bit of it. 

Drawing the knife given to her by Karl months ago not a hundred yards from this spot, she rose to her feet. But the captain was gone. She cursed out loud, then ran into the fray. 

Bodies were everywhere. She leaped over several who were familiar, now dead and gone to the Beyond, if such a place actually existed. The first living creature she encountered was a man in Guard armor standing over one of Karl’s men. As she got closer, she saw that the person on the ground was a kid from the Boulevard. He had been friends with her brother Will.

“Time to die, scumbag,” the Guard said as he drew back his spear. 

The kid raised his arms in a futile attempt to defend himself. Before the man could strike, Hannah’s knife ripped across his neck, tearing through flesh and the man’s jugular. Gripping his throat, the man dropped to his knees.

Hannah stared him down. “Yes, scumbag, it is time to die.” She kicked him in the chest and knocked him off her brother’s friend. 

“Th…th…thanks,” the kid stuttered.

“No time for that. Get up.” She dropped her hand in his direction and pulled him to his feet.

Directing her eyes to where the trees and grass met, she considered telling him to run and hide. But the opposing forces were too great, and they would need him.

“Stay close.” She picked up the Arcadian’s spear and handed it to him. “Use this instead of that dagger. It will keep them at a distance.”

He eyed the weapon as if he’d never seen one.

“And look for men who are already engaged in battle. Strike hard, fast, and dirty.”

“Got it,” he croaked as they turned to the fight.

Two men the size of ogres broke off from the fight and advanced on them. They had the swagger of Hunters, and their eyes turned black as she readied herself for a real fight.

“It’s her,” one shouted as both of his fists burst into blue flames. 

The other raised his hands, and a purple light began to form.

“Down,” she screamed, pushing the kid into the dirt. She raised her hands and created a shield. The blast of magic careened off her outstretched palms and into the distance. She separated her hands, flipped them palm-up and pulled them in toward herself. A fallen log rolled toward her, taking out the two Hunters at the feet. They both fell over backward. 

As they stumbled to their feet, Hannah looked down at the body of a fallen archer. She grabbed two arrows out of his quiver and with a twist of her wrist and a flick of her fingers, launched the shafts at the men. One arrow caught the fire caster in the eye. The other Hunter dodged his, and with a wave Hannah pulled it back toward her again, impaling the man in the back.

“OK, that was badass,” the kid at her side remarked. “Wish I’d gone to the Academy!”

Hannah nodded, then looked past him toward the melee. “Been there, kid. They don’t teach anything so useful.” She pulled him to his feet again. “Let’s go. Follow my lead and keep that spear ready.”

He nodded, and they ran into the crowd.




















CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO




Karl stood shoulder to shoulder with Garrett, a pile of corpses surrounding them. 

Blood was plastered across the rearicks’ faces, and none of it was from the Heights. Their eyes narrowed as a group of Arcadian fighters came at them.

“Wanted to have a little contest, old man? Count yer kills?”

Karl scoffed. “Only an insecure twat needs to tell ‘is friends the size of ‘is cock.”

Taking his eyes off the enemy for an instant, Garrett cocked his head in confusion. Laughing, Karl said, “Don’t count ‘em, just kill ‘em.” They both raised their axes. “Now!”

They rushed, swinging their battle axes as they went, leaving two of the fighters headless. Following through, Karl spun, slamming the ax into the leg of another. The man screamed in agony as he stared down at his half-severed limb. Karl pulled a six-inch blade from his boot and ended his misery, driving the knife into his skull from under his wooly chin. Without pausing to consider the kill, he dropped two more before he heard footsteps approaching from behind. 

A crude hammer swung toward his head, but Karl grabbed the shaft in mid-flight. He recognized the weapon instantly as one of his men’s. Amelia and some of the other nobles had been able to turn wood and stone into metal, so Mortimer showed them how to piece together simple weapons for his men. Sharpened sticks were turned into steel spears, and stones tied to branches were turned into iron hammers. They weren’t pretty, but they were better than nothing.

Karl pulled the weapon out of his attacker’s hands and raised his ax to strike. The fool who attacked him raised his hands in defense, and Karl noticed the metal shackles adorning the man’s wrists. 

“What the hell, Alex,” he shouted at the soldier, whose eyes were wide.

“Sorry, thought you were one of them, only a short one.”

“Yeah, screw you too. Watch where you swing that thing.” Karl snorted as he shoved the hammer back into the boy’s hands.

“She told me to swing at anyone who—”

“She?”

The figure next to Alex spun left and right, using a combination of magic and weapons to mow down the enemy. Turning, Hannah saw her friend and smiled. “Good work down here, shorty.”

“Aye, lass. He grinned. “Yer lucky I’m saving all me kickass for these pricks.”

Flipping the butt of his ax toward the sky, he caught a man under the chin before finishing him off with the business end of the weapon. He looked over at her as she threw the knife he had given her. It tore through a Guard’s soft belly.

“Hey, careful with that thing,” Karl shouted, pounding an attacker with his left fist. “Paid fifty coin for it. Was my favorite before I gave it to some defenseless little girl.”

Hannah held her empty palm out and smiled as her eyes flashed red. The knife pulled out of the Arcadian’s gut and flew back to her in time for her to take another soldier down. “Eh, this old thing? I can’t seem to get rid of it.” Winking at him, she turned back to fight.

The battle continued, and although they were outnumbered and clearly the less-trained hands, they had passion and the home-field advantage. The rebels started to push Adrien’s army down the hill toward the stand of trees. Soon enough the enemy began to peel off and run for safety. As they did, Amelia’s magicians lobbed balls of fire after them, hoping to finish a few off and ensure that they didn’t re-engage. 

With their makeshift weapons raised high, the men from the factory and a group of rebel nobles shouted in victory.

Karl slammed his hand on Hannah’s back, nearly knocking her over. “I’ll be damned, lass. I wouldn’t have bet on this group of asshats, but I think we beat ‘em.”

Hannah nodded. “We won the first fight.”

“And crippled ‘em,” Garrett added, “worse than old Mortimer over there.”

They followed his line of sight and found Mortimer leaning on his ax, its blade chipped and covered with blood.

The cheering continued, shouts of victory echoing off the tower walls and back down the hill, until all at once they stopped. 

When Hannah heard the hum, she knew exactly what it was. She had heard that sound in her dreams every night since the Battle of the Boulevard.

“Adrien!” she screamed as her eyes searched the skies.

****

Ezekiel’s face was resigned as he watched the airship come in quickly. Adrien’s attack with the magical death machine hadn’t been out of the realm of possibility. In fact, he had expected it sooner than now. Perhaps it was only to show that he cared little for the lives of the Arcadian soldiers, or, more likely, that the power stored up in the tons of amphoralds fueling the ship was more precious than Arcadian lives.

But Hannah and the others had beat back Adrien’s troops, which forced him to play the trump card. Ezekiel prayed that his own ace in the hole would work.

Planting his staff firmly on the roof of the tower, he concentrated. His eyes burned red as he reached out to Julianne. He’s here. Send the order, and tell everyone to spread out in the woods. We need to save as many of them as we can.

Done, she responded. Get out of there, Ezekiel.

He grinned to himself and replied, On my way now. I will see you soon.

The mystic was a beautiful woman, one he could have fallen for as a younger man. Ezekiel cared about her and respected her, which was why he felt a little badly for lying to her.

He watched the ship move into place, and he could see the power pulsing through its magitech cannon. In seconds, it would unleash hell upon his people. Ezekiel took a deep breath. Although he had saved his power for this moment, he knew the spell wouldn’t last long.

Stretching his arms toward the battlefield, his eyes turned red and his arms trembled. A giant shield formed, stretching out in front of him just as the airship opened fire on his friends.

The cannon blast crashed into the magician’s defenses. He gritted his teeth as blue streams of power exploded against the translucent purple dome. 

It’s up to you now, Gregory, he thought for a moment before returning his focus to the magical power pouring out of him. He would give them as much time as he could.

****

Gregory leaned over his machine and checked its parts over and over again. He kept telling himself that if the ship came in, it would work. It would have to work.

Hannah had suggested they give it a test first—use a small portion of the amphoralds, just to see if it would fire—but he refused. Launching the oversized spear was only half the battle. The projectile needing enough velocity to not only make it up to the ship, but also pierce its metal hide. 

“So many variables,” he said aloud as he worked. “So many damned variables.”

A voice from behind him broke his concentration. “I see you still can’t work without talking to yourself, shithead.”

Gregory spun to his feet, grabbing a metal spear. It quivered in his hand, his only defense against the enemy.

“Well, well, well, look at the mighty warrior. You never were much with magic. You think you’re any better with that?” the young man, Gregory’s age, said to him.

It had only been a matter of weeks, but with all that had happened, it took Gregory’s brain a beat to place him. Morgan was the ass who had sat behind him in the Introduction to Physical Magic course. It seemed he had healed well enough from the “accident” at the Winter Ball, when Hannah had shoved him out of the third story window of Gregory’s parents’ house. 

Morgan had never liked Gregory—few students at the Academy did, but he was the most vocal in his disapproval of the Chief Engineer’s son. But the look in his eyes as Gregory faced him was different. The young man had been a cocky ass before, but now his eyes shone with pure evil. He’d been turned, influenced by the Chancellor’s vitriol, and Gregory could read it on his face. He had come here for blood.

Gregory leveled his spear toward his former peer and the two men who flanked him on either side. “Back off, Morgan. I have a job to do.”

The man laughed. “Me, too, dipshit. And my success means your failure.” He threw a set of magitech cuffs at Gregory’s feet. “So be a good chap and slap those on for me. Careful, though, looks like those wrists of yours will snap with a bit of force.”

Gregory looked at his machine and then back at Morgan. “Not a chance. You’ll have to kill me first.”

A sneer grew on his face. “I hoped you’d say that.” Nodding at one of his lackeys, Morgan said, “Cut him open. I want to see this wimp weep while holding his own entrails.”

The man raised a broad sword and took a step before pitching forward and landing hard on the ground. Thick vines grabbed his feet and were slowly working their way up his legs and around his torso. Shouting curses, the man’s face turned red as the vines began to twist and constrict. Veins popped out on the side of his neck. All of them stared in disbelief, including Gregory. And then the vines retracted, pulling the Arcadian across a hundred yards of rough ground before he disappeared into the woods.

“What the hell?” Morgan spat. 

He turned in time to see a leather cord sail in their direction, the metal blade at its end sinking into his remaining partner’s calf. He screamed in pain. 

The girl in the green cloak pulled the cord back toward her, causing the man to hit the ground with an oof. Before he could even attempt to rise, she landed a boot to the side of his face, knocking him out. As she turned, two blasts of power landed at her feet.

“Don’t bloody move,” Morgan said with his magitech weapon trained on the girl. He tilted its nose toward Gregory and his machine. It shook as adrenalin coursed through Morgan’s body. “Next to Brainiac over there, now.”

Laurel nodded sweetly and stepped over to Gregory. With the rope blade still in her right hand, she grabbed Gregory with her left.

“That’s cute,” Morgan muttered. “Gregory’s finally found a girlfriend. Too bad you won’t live long enough to enjoy her.” He laughed sickly. “Not saying I won’t.” He tilted his head. “Never seen a druid before, darling. Nice trick with the vines. Maybe you’ll have to show it to me later.”

The right side of her mouth turned up in a crooked grin. “I’ve got a friend who can do something far better.”

Morgan looked quickly from left to right. “You’ve got no friends here, bitch.”

“I wouldn’t be so sure of that.” She clicked her tongue on the roof of her mouth twice, and the plump squirrel who was already sneaking up Morgan’s leg sprang into action. 

Devin jumped, sinking her tiny teeth into Morgan’s throat. He screamed in shock and pain as he tried to grab the animal, but she was too fast. She ran around his neck and bit him on the other side. In seconds, his screaming stopped as he fell to the ground, gurgling his last breath.

“Damn,” Gregory said, eyes still wide in shock. “Um, thanks.”

Laurel looped the rope blade and fastened it to her belt as Devin returned and made herself at home on the druid’s shoulder. Pointing at the bodies, she said, “We kill them, you kill that.” She shifted her finger to the sky, where Adrien’s warship was firing another blast from its magitech cannon into Ezekiel’s shield. 

“Quit staring into space,” Hannah said as she rounded the corner. “It’s time to do your thing, Chief Engineer.”

They turned to face her.

“I heard the blasts and came to save your ass, but—”

Laurel gave Hannah a grin. “That’s my job, now.”

“Good luck with that, sister. I hope you have a lot of energy,” she pointed at Gregory, “because this is one hell of a job.”

“Tell me about it,” Laurel quipped.

Gregory cleared his throat. “You two do know I’m standing right here, don’t you?”

Laurel laughed. “Oh, we know. Now, you going to launch that thing or what?”

Gregory rushed to his magitech cannon, checking its pieces to ensure one last time that it would work. Lacking any proper rope in the tower, Laurel had gathered vines, which she assured him would do the job. 

He pointed the barrel at the ship. It was a long, hollowed-out log with a wicked-looking spear shoved down the middle. The monster in the sky offered an enormous target, for which Gregory was grateful. He whispered a prayer to the Matriarch under his breath and stole a quick look at Laurel, who nodded in encouragement.	

“Get back,” he warned. “Just in case.”

Feeling a knot in his throat, he grabbed the string attached to the rod holding back the hammer on the cannon’s trigger mechanism. It gave him precious little distance in case the whole thing blew. He looked at Hannah, who nodded before her eyes flashed red. Ezekiel’s purple shield flickered and disappeared. That was his cue. Holding his breath, Gregory pulled.

The hammer snapped, crushing an amphorald in the bottom of the barrel. The chain reaction was instantaneous and the full payload of amphoralds exploded, forcing their stored energy outwards. 

Gregory’s ears rang as the cannon roared, but he paid no attention. All eyes were on the giant spear with the sharp metal prong as it whistled its way toward the airship, trailing Laurel’s vines behind it. It made a loud thud as it bit into the belly of the beast.

Hannah and the others cheered. It was a direct hit, but Gregory took no time to celebrate. He immediately ran to the giant spool where the spear’s vines were anchored. Two large horses, a gift from local farmers, were tethered to either side. At Gregory’s command, Laurel coaxed the beasts into action, and they began to walk in circles, steadily pulling on the vine. It grew taut, and then with a groan, the airship began to drop slowly toward the ground.

If they could get it low enough, they could launch a counterattack. 

Suddenly Hannah gasped. Gregory turned to look at her. Her eyes were red, and there was a pained expression on her face. 

“It’s Julianne,” she yelled. “Something’s wrong at the tower. I gotta go. Is this thing going to work?”

Gregory nodded. “I hope so.”

“Don’t hope, Gregory. Make it happen. Take that thing down.”

He nodded as she sprinted for the tower.




















CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE




Leaving Gregory and Laurel behind to reel in the ship, Hannah ran for the opposite end of the tower. Julianne had told her about a small group of soldiers who were attacking from the rear. 

They had snuck around Karl’s forces and were making their way to the tower. Whether they intended to attack Ezekiel on the roof or wreak havoc on those hiding inside, she didn’t know and it didn’t matter. Either way, they needed to be stopped.

As Hannah turned the corner, the group came into sight. Six men with magitech rifles were advancing. They were slowed but undeterred by the few old men and women defending the tower, the last line of defense in case something like this happened.

While sprinting, Hannah launched a quick blast of energy at the group, leveling one of the men. The rest kept firing on the tower, but one turned to face her. 

Getting close, she unleashed a spinning roundhouse kick, a move that Karl couldn’t even have pulled off.

“You!” the man yelled as his gun flew into the distance.

Without his weapon, the Guard resorted to his fists. He threw a sloppy right that landed on Hannah’s cheekbone. As her world spun, she felt his meaty hands wrap around her throat. He was a beast of a man, and he lifted her off the ground. Her eyes nearly popped from her head as he choked the life out of her. 

But it was foolish to leave her hands unaccounted for.

With her feet dangling off the ground, she placed her palms on his breastplate. At first, he didn’t notice the heat, but as her magic cooked through his armor, the searing pain on his chest made him scream in agony. His grip loosened, and she fell to the ground. 

She pulled her knife and stabbed through the weakened portion of his armor into his chest. He fell to the ground, his body twitching like a fish out of water, an unspoken curse on his lips.

She looked down as she sucked in air. “Douche.”

Footsteps interrupted her triumph. She spun in time to see a thick man with a handlebar mustache swing a small club at her head. Hannah leaned away, dodging a direct hit, but the thing glanced off her temple and knocked her off-center. 

“Ah, the mighty Unlawful,” Captain Dickerson said, his eyes wild with rage. “Glad we got a chance to meet again.”

He swung a fist into her stomach, forcing her to double over. He then clasped his hands together and brought them down on her back. She crumpled to the ground.

“That all you got, Dickstache?” she wheezed.

He pulled a knife and knelt on her chest. “I’m going to enjoy gutting you like the pig you are. Perhaps Adrien will reward me when I bring him your head.” 

His eyes were bloodshot and his face filled with hate. He was so enraged that he didn’t hear wings flapping or wind rushing. 

A green blur swooped from above and crashed into the man. The force of the attack sent him sprawling, and Sal was on him before he could make a move, ripping and clawing as Dickerson struggled. 

The struggle didn’t last long. 

Sal continued to savage the body, throwing flesh in all directions.

“It’s done, boy,” Hannah yelled at the creature. 

The dragon turned to her with blood dripping from his pointed teeth. Walking over to his master, he sat with his head directed at the sky, clearly proud of his accomplishment.

“You saved me,” she said, scratching him under the chin. “Thank you. That’s the last time I leave you behind. Now let’s cut the sentimental bullshit and go find Ezekiel.”

She ran for the doors of the tower with Sal on her heels. The place was eerily quiet, which was reminiscent of her early days there with the Master Magician. Cutting to the right, she entered the stairwell and sprinted for the roof.

Breaking into the cold air, she saw Ezekiel struggling to keep his hands raised toward the heavens. She could see that the airship was tethered, but it remained floating above them. Another blast from its cannon crashed into his shield, and he collapsed to his knees just as she reached him.

His face ashen and covered in sweat, he whispered, “Tell me the boy did it.”

“Gregory speared the ship. It’s nearly finished.”

“Good. I’m about tapped out here.” She nodded, but Hannah’s eyes weren’t on him. Instead, they watched as his magical shield dropped, and the airship landed blast after blast on the forest below. She prayed to whoever might be listening that their forces had retreated out of harm's way.

Hannah, Hadley’s voice rang in her mind. Gregory’s machine…the wheel…it has failed.

Failed? She asked in reply.

The engine’s too strong. We can’t bring it down!

She looked at the magician as they stared into the burning forest.

“What do I do?” she whispered.

He turned to her. “You know what to do, Hannah. Without Gregory’s machine, it’s the only move left.”

She looked into his eyes and knew that he was right. 

She reached out to Julianne with her mind. Sound the retreat. Get them the hell out of there. I’m going in.

May the Matriarch be with you, Hannah, was all she said in response.

She turned to Sal. “You ready for this, boy?”

Sal shot flickered his tongue, then tilted his head in a nod. 

She stood up and took three steps toward her creature, then swung herself onto his back. Gripping his torso with her legs, she said. “Whatever you do, keep moving. Don’t let the guns get you. We’re going to make it through this.”

“Give them hell, Hannah,” Ezekiel encouraged her with a smile. 

Sal crouched low and then sprang into the air. Flapping his enormous wings, he flew his master toward her destiny. 

The cold winter air whipped through her hair as the dragon picked up speed, heading directly for his target. The guns continued to rain blue bolts of power down on the defenseless rebels below for a moment, but as they got close, Hannah threw a ball of fire that crashed against the side of the airship. The gunner recognized the greater threat and turned the cannons on Hannah and Sal.

That should give my people some time to escape, she thought.

Guns blazed, but Sal was too fast for them. He dodged left then right, climbing higher with every second. Hannah’s heart was caught in her throat as she held on for dear life. As Sal flew over the deck of the ship, Hannah tried to count the number of Guards manning it. 

Somewhere between ten and twelve were running around on top. She could possibly beat them. Maybe. But retreat was not an option, and the men on the deck were not her primary target.

As if he was reading her mind, Sal swept in low. Taking the Guards by surprise, he struck three in his path, knocking them overboard. Their bodies hurtled toward the earth, leaving behind nothing but their futile cries.

Sal cut to the right and flew skyward again, drawing the ship’s fire as he went. 

“You need to get me down there,” she screamed into his ear as the wind whistled all around them.

Reaching the apex, Sal reversed his position and dived for the ship.

Holding on with her left arm to the dragon’s neck, Hannah drew the rearick’s knife with her right. Her eyes remained on the target the entire time. She watched the Guards as Sal dove. All of them scrambled for cover, except one. He stood confident, aiming his rifle at the dragon as he approached. 

Hannah’s eyes narrowed as she focused on him, but only because he was the first of a dozen obstacles that stood between her and vengeance. 

The Guard sent three consecutive blasts at them. Sal cut and turned like a sparrow in the light of dawn. At his third turn, Hannah took her opportunity. 

Giving Sal a quick pat on the side of the neck, she pushed off his back and flung her body at the brave Arcadian. She knocked him to the ground and her knife found the soft flesh of the side of his throat. She rolled into a crouch on the deck of the ship.

Her eyes shifted, taking in her surroundings. She had been up here before when she attacked the factory to save Gregory. But the bright sun and the wind whipping around them made it feel altogether different. 

Sal continued to divebomb the men onboard, and most had run for cover. She could hear them, hidden behind an enormous wooden crate, muttering curses about the young magician.

One finally charged as two more blasted their rifles from a safe distance.

Hannah crouched. Rolling her left hand, she held it up, palm out, making a simple shield. Her right hand contorted, and, with her eyes gleaming red, she threw a blast of ice at the man, freezing his hand and weapon.

The ice weighed him down. Hannah dropped her shield and reached out as if grabbing the air. Spinning, she launched the man, ice hand and all, over the edge of the ship.

A second man, bigger than the last, stepped into the open with his gun blazing. He screamed as he shot and took a step toward her. But only one.

Before he could advance farther, a set of scaled talons snatched him from the deck. Sal flapped his wings furiously toward the sun. Finally the dragon released the screaming man, whose body plummeted toward the ground.

She smiled, but a door opened behind her and a dozen more men came spilling out. She quickly dove behind a stack of barrels. Sweat covered her body, and her heart raced. As she peeked over the edge, they immediately began blasting her. 

A screech sounded from above, and she saw Sal diving to attack the ship again. But a dozen magitech blasts were too much from him to avoid, and one clipped his wing. The dragon screamed in anger as she saw him fall out of sight.

“Sal!” she yelled. She tried to stand, but another blast hit the barrel she was hiding behind.

“You shouldn’t have come up here, little girl!” one of the men shouted. “I think we’ll make you walk the plank.”

“You better enjoy those words!” Hannah yelled back, her anger overwhelming her. “Because they’re going to be your last.” She took a breath. Her eyes flashed red, then she stood and sprinted toward them.

****

Parker and Hadley ran through the woods. As soon as the airship had appeared overhead, they told their people to find cover and took off toward where they knew they would find Hannah.

“Gregory?” Parker screamed as he burst into the clearing. A long, thick vine was stretched upward and Gregory was standing near where it was anchored to the ground. The large gear that was meant to help bring the ship down lay broken. Two exhausted-looking horses stood idly by. 

Gregory was bent over the wheel, his eyes wild with fear.

“It’s not working. I don’t know what to do. It’s just not—”

Parker turned to Hadley, whose eyes had already gone white. A second later, Parker saw Sal overhead with Hannah on his back.

Parker’s mind raced. She was strong, but she would have her hands full fighting whatever crew was aboard. He couldn’t leave her alone.

“Aw, hell!” he shouted as he slung his spear to his back. He grabbed the thick vine, taut from the weight of the airship pulling in the opposite direction. He looked at Hadley and said, “I’m going up there. You make sure this line doesn’t get cut. I’m not coming down until that ship does.”

Swinging his feet over the rope, he began the long climb, hand over hand toward the flying boat. As he went, he marveled at the strength of the vine. The druid must have done something to this.

Halfway up, his muscles began to burn. That’s when he made the mistake of looking down for the first time. The world swayed a hundred feet below, and the wind picked up, pitching his body back and forth.

“Shit,” he grunted as he pushed harder.

When he was nearly to the top, a screaming man fell past him. Parker couldn’t quite tell for sure, but it looked like his arm was frozen in a block of glass. At least he knew she was still fighting.

As he neared the top, the vine began to sway less and less. Finally, he reached the hole in the side of the ship where Gregory’s spear had landed. It was too far from the top for Parker to reach it. He looked down one last time, said a silent prayer, and pushed off with all his strength. 

His fingers barely gripped the rail.

With gritted teeth, Parker pulled himself up and over the edge. He dropped to the deck, shaking with fear.

That was the dumbassiest thing I have ever done, he thought to himself as he gained his feet. But then he looked around and remembered why he had done it. 

Hannah was standing against ten armed men. 

Her eyes were red, hair flying wild in the wind. This wasn’t the cautious girl he knew from the Boulevard. She was a warrior, completely in her element. 

She fried one Guard with a fireball and turned on another, chest heaving in exhaustion as she held the rearick’s knife at the ready.

Parker leveled his spear and hit the man in the back with a blue blast of power. He dropped instantly. Hannah finished off the remaining Guard.

Stepping around a dozen bodies, he made his way across the deck to her. Sweat poured down her face, and her armor looked like it had taken a few blows.

Nodding down at the Guards he had taken out, Parker said, “Saved your ass again!”

A grin formed on Hannah’s lips as she surveyed the other eleven. “Yeah, I was really getting my shit handed to me up here. What would I have done without you?”

He reached down and grabbed her hand, which was still shaking from power and adrenalin. Before he could say another word, their reunion was interrupted by the creak of the cockpit door swinging open.

“Adrien,” she spat as she turned.

****

Spinning, Parker and Hannah watched the enemy emerge from the darkness of the ship’s interior. 

But it wasn’t him.

“Good to see you again, darling,” the woman said.  Her shock of white hair and blistered skin were unmistakable. Alexandra licked her lips. “How do you like my makeover? Maybe I can give you one.”

She cracked her black whip in the cold winter air. Memories of torture sent a chill across Parker’s spine.

Parker held his spear out, its metal tip glowing with power. “Thought you were dead,” he said. “I’m glad I get a chance to do it myself.”

Her eyes turned black as she tossed a quick bolt of energy at him. Parker dodged and grinned. “It’s going to be a little harder to cause me pain now that you don’t have my hands locked in cuffs.”

She laughed in gravelly tones. “Oh, darling, it will make it all the more fun.” Her eyes cut to Hannah. “But I see this time you brought your friend. I like a good threesome.” She cracked her whip in Hannah’s direction, stopping just short of her face.

Spinning her hands across her chest, Hannah formed a ball of fire. “Sorry. I’m the jealous type.”

Stepping forward on her right foot, she launched the fireball at Alexandra, who dove out of the way. It crashed behind her and danced on the deck of the mighty ship. 

Before the woman could regain her footing, Parker was on her. Swinging the spear, he cracked her across the face. She followed the course of his weapon and rolled to her feet, blood dripping from her misshapen nose.

“Not bad,” she croaked as she snapped her whip. It wrapped around Parker’s spear and, with a pull, she sent his weapon spinning across the deck. Raising a finger, she knocked him back with a short blast of energy. “But it will never compare to real magic.”

“You bitch!” Hannah screamed, running at her and grappling her around the waist. Her power was waning, and she knew she had to reserve as much as possible for the grand finale. Landing on top of Alexandra, she delivered blow after blow to the woman’s face, her fists a fine substitute for magic.

But Alexandra just took it, doing nothing to protect herself. In fact, she just kept cackling, her mad laughs getting louder with every strike. Then, she reached up and held Hannah by the ribs. 

Her eyes turned black and power like lightning ran through Hannah’s body, jolting her off Alexandra. 

“Stay!” She crawled to her feet and looked at Hannah twitching on the deck. “I’ll be back to deal with you in just a second. But I want you to see this. All right, dear?”

Alexandra rose and pulled a long dagger from her belt. She paced across the deck to where Parker lay motionless, his eyes closed.

Standing over him, she raised the dagger high.

Hannah reached out with her mind. Coming at you! She shouted inside her friend’s mind. 

With a flick of her wrist, Hannah pulled Parker’s spear across the deck. His eyes snapped open as he grabbed the weapon, sharp end up. As if working together, Alexandra dropped her body toward him, knife out, just as Parker drove the spear through her gut.

Alexandra slumped down, holding the spear in both hands. She coughed, blood spraying in his face. Her face turned ashen, and she let out one last laugh. 

Then her face went blank.

“Thank you,” she whispered as she slowly fell dead on the deck of the warship.




















CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR




Hannah dashed to Parker and pulled him to his feet. Glancing down at Alexandra’s body, she quipped, “Guess you gave her the shaft.”

Shaking his head, Parker replied, “Bad, Hannah. So, so bad. Spear me the humor.” He winked. “Let’s get in there.” He nodded toward the door leading to the interior of the ship, but Hannah was already on the way.

It was quiet inside, which made Hannah even more nervous. All that surrounded them was the gentle hum of magitech lights lining the narrow hall. They drew just enough power to keep it from being pitch black below. Adrien wanted to save the stored juice for flight and destruction.

Hannah snuck down the hall as quietly as she could. Her heart thumped wildly in her chest as she neared the front of the ship, and for a moment, she feared its beating would give her away.

Just feet ahead was the door to the cockpit. She glanced over her shoulder and Parker gave her a nod, his spear at the ready.

With a scream, she took two steps and kicked in the middle of the door. It responded with a crash, and Hannah flew into the small space, ready to avenge her brother’s death.

“What the hell?” she screamed as she looked in the face of Elon, Gregory’s dad and Chief Engineer. “Where is he?” 

Elon raised his hands, and fear danced in his eyes. “It’s...it’s just me.”

Hannah grabbed the man by the shirt and pushed him up against the control panel. The whole ship lurched in the air.

“Where. Is. He?” She put a note of rage into every syllable.

“He’s…he’s at the Academy.”

“Sonofabitch!” Hannah shouted as she cracked the engineer across the face with a closed fist, knocking the man to the ground.

Parker pushed in behind her and looked down at the unconscious man. “Think you could’ve gotten him to land this thing first?” 

She shrugged. “How hard could it be?”

Sitting at the controls, she reached out to Hadley. Going to need a little help up here.

How many are there? Hadley quickly blurted into her mind. Ezekiel is wasted from the shield. There’s no way for us to get up there.

She laughed. Not that kind of help, Had. We already took out the baddies, but I have no freaking clue how to land this thing. Go get Gregory.

I’m with him now, Hadley responded.

For more than ten minutes, Hadley played the go-between, passing messages between Gregory and Hannah. The young engineer wasn’t familiar with the controls in the airship, but through trial and error and many jarring lurches, they figured out how to move the thing. Hannah pushed on the lever between her legs, which dropped the nose of the ship. 

At first she went too far, and Parker stumbled to the front of the control room. Then, pulling up just enough, she depressed a lever with her left foot and they started moving toward the ground.

“I’m flying, Parker!”

He jumped into the copilot’s seat and strapped himself in. “That’s exactly what I’m worried about.” They continued to pick of speed as the ground got closer and closer. “Hannah!” he screamed.

Pull up on the lever, Hannah. Pull up! Hadley yelled. 

She did, but intuitively, she pressed down with both feet for leverage, which only made the airship accelerate.

“Hang on!” she yelled. 

The bow of the ship turned up at the last second, driving the stern into the ground. Taking her foot off the accelerator, she turned a knob and the engine shut down, dropping the craft with a thud.

She looked over to see Parker with his eyes closed, gripping the arms of his chair as if he were trying to rip them off.

“See,” she said. “No problem.”

“You almost killed me,” he shouted.

“Sure. But think about how many times I’ve saved you!”

They laughed as they exited the craft and found their friends.

****

Adrien swirled the dark liquor in his glass as he watched his dream descend. Finishing the drink, he waited for a moment in hopes that Elon had tried some clever maneuver and simply dropped below the tree line before decimating the tower and its inhabitants with the power of the magitech guns. 

It didn’t rise again.

The ship was lost, and Adrien knew it full well.

Walking over to his desk, he sat and pulled out a sheet of the finest parchment. He placed it on the surface and turned it so the edge was perfectly parallel with the desk’s edge.

He got up and poured another drink, then returned to his position and stared at the blank page. The words he needed to write had been practiced for years, but now necessity bred hesitation, and he realized that all his rehearsals were for naught.

After another half-tumbler of booze, his head swam just enough to face the words he thought were impossible. He placed the tip of his pen on the parchment and wrote.

My Dearest T,

I never thought the day would come when I would need to write this, but it is here… 

Slowly, he crafted the impossible letter. Once done, he waved the page to encourage the ink to dry. Folding it in half, he slid it into an oversized envelope. He stopped again and stared at it, considering tossing it into the fire, but instead he reached into his breast pocket and withdrew the tiny key which opened his bottom desk drawer.

He smiled, looking at the amulet which had sat in that drawer for decades. Picking it up, he laid it out on the desk and inspected its exquisite craftsmanship. Once he had looked his fill, he scooped it up and gently slid it into the envelope, which he folded, primed, and sealed by pressing the seal of Arcadia into the wax.

Another pull on his liquor and Adrien made his way to the door. He opened it, to Doyle’s surprise. The assistant was used to his name being shouted from the other side.

“Sir?” he asked, brows raised.

Adrien handed the envelope to Doyle. “You know what this is, right?”

Doyle took a huge breath, then nodded.

“Good. Deliver it and do not fail.”

“It will get there,” Doyle said before turning to leave. “But what will you do?”

“I will stay here and finish this.”

Adrien returned to his office, closing the door behind him. He prayed to no one in particular that the letter would not be necessary, but at this point he couldn’t risk it.

Pulling open the closet door, a sneer crossed his face. The magitech waiting for him there was not quite as powerful as the airship, but it would serve him just as well. It was time for him to meet his former master.

****

Hannah laid her hands on Sal as she had when he was still just an oversized newt. “Easy boy,” she said as he shifted under her touch. 

The dragon had taken a shot while trying to defend his master. Now Hannah’s eyes glowed red and she repaid him in turn. The last time she had used her magic on the creature, it was to give him wings. This time it was to heal them.

As she focused, his scales grew back over the blackened wound. Rolling back his chin, Sal let out a growl at the initial sting, but then gave Hannah’s hand a quick lick after she finished before curling up beside the fire.

“There you go, little ass. Back to doing what you do best.” She smiled as Sal’s breathing steadied into a rumbling snore.

She stood and looked around the great hall, now transformed into an infirmary. Hannah had taken care of the simplest bumps, bruises, and burns while Ezekiel healed the worst of the injuries. 

Meanwhile, Laurel, who was not great at healing by druid standards, took the ones somewhere in between, making each of her patients laugh with her wit and antics.

Maddie and Eleanor moved through the room, cleaning wounds and handing out mugs of Arcadian ale. There were bodies outside the tower, but more of the rebels had lived than anyone would ever have expected, and the joy of victory overwhelmed the sorrow for those who sacrificed themselves for the revolution.

Julianne and her two mystics were also helping however they could. With white eyes and a light touch, they eased the passing of those who were beyond healing.

A figure sitting alone across the room, caught Hannah’s eye. She paced over to Gregory, who had a full plate of food in front of him. He wasn’t eating.

“You mind?” she asked, motioning to the chair.

“Sure,” he said without looking up.

She reached over, grabbed a potato from the edge of his plate, and popped it into her mouth. They’d been eating the damned things for all three meals a day, but that night the spud tasted good. “Helluva job today, Gregory.”

“How do you figure?” he said, looking up. “I failed.”

She tilted her head. “Did you?”

“Yes. It was my job to reel that thing in, bring it down.”

“Yeah, you really suck ass at all this engineering stuff,” she retorted with a wink.

He laughed in response. “I kind of hate you, you know that?”

“Most do.” She reached her hand across the table and grabbed his arm. “You know that if you hadn’t speared that thing it would’ve been flying all over raining death on us, right?”

Gregory nodded.

“You anchored the damn thing, which severely limited the damage it could do. It wasn’t quite a failure. Without you in the fight, I couldn’t have done it.” Hannah gave his arm a squeeze.

He smiled. “You still could have.”

“I know. I am one badass bitch, but I had to try to make you feel better.”

A scene across the room caused Gregory to look up and then jump to his feet. Marcus led Elon, who was conscious but bound by magitech cuffs, into the great hall. They stepped through the crowd and up to their table. 

“What should I do with this one?” Marcus asked. 

Hannah’s eyes cut to Gregory, but he saw only his father. 

Elon looked at his son, eyes pleading for mercy. 

Without a word to Hannah, Gregory said, “Lock him up downstairs. Lock him up tight. We will decide what to do with him later.”

“Son…” Elon muttered.

Gregory stared him in the eyes. “My father is dead. You are nothing more than a prisoner of war,” he told him, and then left the great hall.

****

Once all the injured were attended to and settled, Hannah and her friends met in the back parlor that was used as Maddie’s classroom. 

Setting a fire to blaze in the hearth, Ezekiel lit his pipe and drew on it, humming the old Arcadian anthem to himself. 

The man had rested, but his face still looked drawn and grey. His shield had impressed even Hannah, not to mention that it had saved them all from the power of Adrien’s airship. 

They all sat except for Karl, who still wore crusted blood on his face, most of it not his own. Hannah nodded across the room at him and patted the empty seat next to her. 

Waving a hand, he gave her a grin. “Scheisse, lass. If I let this bag of bones sit, ya likely won’t get me arse up ever again.”

She smiled back. “You kicked some serious ass out there, rearick.”

“Aye. That’s what we do.”

Ezekiel pulled a jug out from behind the couch and uncorked it. “A gift from the Heights. This was brewed by Selah, the old Master himself, and was brought to us by Ida for this occasion.” He walked the room, filling each of their empty glasses. 

Then, raising his own, he gave a toast. “You all came here from different places and different classes. Even different species.” He smiled at Sal, who opened one eye and then went back to sleep. “But you overcame all of your differences to win a battle today.”

“A big-ass battle,” Hannah said.

“A big-ass battle. To Arcadia!” Ezekiel cried, and the room responded in kind before drinking the mystics’ finest.

They quaffed deeply, reveling in the intoxicating drink and the glory of victory until Hannah broke the silence. “I hate to be a buzzkill, but we need to finish this now.”

“Darling,” Hadley grinned, “I’d prefer to finish my drink first, if you don’t mind.”

She ignored him. “We won a fight, but the bully is still in the streets. We haven’t really won until we rest in Arcadia. She is ours, but she still has some big-ass walls. If Adrien is smart, and he is, he’ll simply let us freeze to death out here, rebuild his forces, and strike when we are weak.”

Parker laughed, looking around the room. “I think we look pretty damn weak right now.”

“Yes,” Amelia interjected, “but we took out an enormous swath of his army and commandeered his tech today. They’re also at their weakest. But if they are given time to recuperate and hire mercenaries, their forces will be able to hold the wall.”

“She’s right,” Ezekiel said. “Adrien’s men are scattered, unprepared, and demoralized.”

Hannah stood. “If we move now, we can take them by surprise and end this.”

“Aye.” Karl snorted. “We could just take that ship and fly it right up the Chancellor’s arse.”

Gregory shook his head. “Wish we could.” He nodded at Hannah. “But little Ms. Pilot over there didn’t quite make an elegant landing. I can fix it, I think, but not anytime soon.”

“Then how?” the rearick asked. “I’m all for charging the gates, but even now we’d lose people by the score.”

Parker stood next to Hannah. “We can sneak in and slip over the roof just like we did before. They know we’re hurt. No way they’d expect it.”

“Oh?” Hadley asked.

Karl shook his head. “Aye. Cause it’s the most batshit-crazy plan I’ve ever heard.” All eyes were on him. As the most experienced warrior in the room, they trusted him. He nodded. “Hell, it’s crazy enough to work.”

Ezekiel stood. “I agree. Those people out there fought and died to keep Arcadia safe. I say we honor that by giving them their home back. Parker, Karl, and Amelia: choose only the best of the best from your teams. The rest of you, get what you need. We leave in an hour.”

Hannah’s eyes caught her mentor’s. They were thinking the same thing: Adrien must die, and he must die tonight.




















CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE




The rusty grappling hook clanged as it found purchase on the city side of the wall. Hannah held her breath and looked at Parker.

“Chill out. Karl’s right. The very last thing they’re expecting is that we’ll come at them tonight. What could possibly go wrong?”

Hannah grinned. “Don’t say that. Don’t ever freaking say that.”

He laughed. “Just like the old days, huh, Hannah? Me and you screwing around with Arcadia?”

“This is nothing like the old days. Remember that. Please.”

“You’re right. Now you can take out a dozen Guards with your magic.” He gave her a grin. “But hopefully we can do this without all that. Let’s go.”

They kept low as they crept along the top of the Arcadian wall toward the gate. Hannah held her breath, listening for any sounds, but the city was dead. Only hours after the battle, she’d be surprised if the survivors on Adrien’s side of the line had even finished washing the blood off.

A few minutes later they came to the gate. They hunkered down low, taking inventory of the Guards on duty.

They’re the lucky ones, she thought as she looked down on three men casually leaning against the wall, sharing a smoke and a laugh. Because they had been left behind, there was a good chance they were not among the best fighters. 

Getting her attention, Parker raised a hand and counted to three with his fingers. He pushed himself over the wall, and she followed suit. Parker landed on one man, and with a quick blast of his spear took out another. Spinning, he cracked the first across the temple, knocking him out.

Hannah wasn’t quite as dexterous as her friend. She glanced off the Guard’s shoulder and hit the ground with a thud.

“What the—” the Guard stammered, stepping back.

“Greetings from the rebellion!” she said as she pulled her knife and drove it into his belly. His eyes grew wide as she dragged it up toward his chin. 

“Always such a show,” Parker said

She shrugged. “What can I say? I’m a drama queen.”

Parker laughed, then pointed to the solid oak beam holding the door shut. “Any chance you could help me with that, Your Highness?”

Hannah rolled her eyes as they flashed red. She twisted both her hands upward, and using her magic and Parker’s strength, they managed to remove the beam.

“Thanks for doing the heavy lifting,” Parker said as he stretched his back. “I think I tore a muscle.”

“No problem,” she said. “Now, if you’re done complaining, maybe you should send the signal before more Guards arrive?”

“You are a cruel taskmaster,” he said as he pushed open the large door. He stuck his head outside the gate and waved his glowing spear. He saw a brief flash in the distance and knew that Karl and the others had seen it.

“They’ll be here within five minutes,” he said, turning back to Hannah.

But she was gone.

****

As she trotted down the eerily empty streets Hannah felt bad about leaving Parker, but only a little. She had a score to settle, and it was her fight, not his. But there was more. Adrien had murdered nearly all the people she loved. The chance of Parker falling to the madman was too much for her to bear. 

She ran across the Academy lawn, trying to keep her breath quiet. The moon was full and her eyes ranged about, looking for moving shadows cast by its light. At the base of the stairs leading to the massive structure, a figure stood waiting for her. She slowed to a stop and raised her hands, prepared for a fight, until she was close enough to recognize him. 

“What the hell are you doing here?” she whispered.

The old man smiled. “You didn’t think I was going to let you do this by yourself, did you?”

Ezekiel looked stronger than he had in the tower, but was still not his normal self. She flicked her eyes toward the doors, wondering if she might be able to pull some trick on the trickiest man alive.

“Don’t even think about it.” He smiled.

“Shit. Get out of my damn head.”

He planted his staff, leaning on it out of necessity. “We started this together. We will end it together. I have just as much desire for justice as you do.”

She pursed her lips and nodded. “Deal, but I get to strike the finishing blow.”

They took the stairs two at a time. The corridors were empty; it was as if another apocalypse had taken everyone. Coming to a tee in the hall, they turned right and made for the stairwell that would take them to Adrien’s tower. 

“Any last words of wisdom?” she said in a hush.

“Stay alive.”

“Um, thanks, Zeke.”

He glanced over as the magitech lights in the stairway flickered. Stopping, he grabbed her arm. “Listen, you’re the best student I've ever had, but so was he once. When we fought before, I’m not sure if I could have beaten him. And I don’t truly know what he is capable of. Be careful. Watch for anything out of the ordinary. Whatever else that douche nugget is, he’s a survivor.”

She nodded, happy for a moment that the old man had learned something from her as well. “Trust me, I have no desire to see him escape from here alive, especially if it means I’m dead. I’ll be careful.”

At the top of the steps, they turned left and followed the hall down to the only room on the top floor of the Academy’s tower—Adrien’s office. The door was open as if hospitality was offered to them. Hannah wondered if he knew they were coming, and then she realized that the question was stupid. Of course he did.

Ezekiel went in first, poised for attack or defense.

The sprawling windows overlooking Arcadia were open. The tapestries flapped in the wind and parchment fluttered across the floor. Ezekiel nodded to a door across the room that opened to another flight of steps.

“The roof,” Ezekiel mouthed, pointing with his staff toward the steps. 

He made her way over and Hannah walked in his shadow. She wanted to go first. To see him first. But she knew that the old magician would never allow it. He, too, had lost people by the Chancellor’s hand. Adrien had killed her family, but he had killed Ezekiel’s city, and with it, all the hopes that the magician had for a peaceful place in a world gone completely mad.

She followed him up; the damned stairs seemed to take forever. Finally they emerged on a roof big enough to hold her entire house from the Boulevard and half of another one.

“Ah, Ezekiel, you’ve come to me,” Adrien’s voice called from across the roof. “And you’ve brought my replacement.”

Adrien laughed as Hannah and Ezekiel stood side by side. His purple robes gleamed in the light of the full moon, and they whipped around him in the wind. 

“Purple is the color of royalty, Adrien. It looks like shit on you,” Ezekiel spat. 

Adrien smoothed the fabric with his hands. “Oh, you’re wrong. I am royalty. I am the only royalty Irth has ever known.” He took a step forward. “You may peddle tales of the Matriarch and Patriarch, but I hold the true power here. You are the past. I am the future!”

Ezekiel’s breathing was calm, but Hannah could see his nostrils flaring. “Give it up, Adrien. It’s over. Come with us peacefully, and we will take you in.”

They both knew that Adrien would never comply, but Ezekiel was gracious. Once Adrien denied the offer for mercy, however, the old man would have every right to wipe him off the face of Irth.

The wizard laughed. “That’s cute. Still holding onto religious superstition and naive political ideals. It’s a wonder you’re still alive today, but we will take care of that.”

Storm clouds began circling above and Adrien raised his hands upward. Lightning rained down out of nowhere. Hannah swiped her arm up, arcing a purple shield into existence. The bolts crashed around them and she felt tingles run through her.

Ezekiel turned wide eyes on the magician.

Adrien nodded. “Now, now. You think there are no druids who understand pragmatism? I learned a few tricks from the druids who practice outside the Dark Forest.” A smile formed on his blood-red lips. “And there is more where that came from.”

“Enough!” Hannah screamed as she twisted her arms and sent a constant stream of fire at the magician.

He raised his hands, palms out toward her attack, and responded with a stream of ice. The elements met in mid-air, crashing against one another and leaving a pool on the roof of the tower. 

She knew it was a draw, so she dropped the fire and faced her foe.

Adrien made a tsking sound. “You can do better, young lady. Most of my half-assed magicians in the academy can do that!” 

Hannah stepped back toward Ezekiel, and Adrien delighted in her retreat. She glanced at him, and then her eyes cut to Adrien’s feet. “I’ve met your students, and they’re shit magicians.” 

Grabbing Ezekiel’s staff with her left hand, she raised it toward the sky. Her eyes blazed red as a single bolt of lightning struck the rod. It was a move she had seen Ezekiel do on the day they first met. She pointed the rod downward, pulling the lighting with it, directing a stream of pure electricity at the pool of water Adrien still stood in, her eyes still burning red. “Fry, you motherfucker.”

Her bolt hit the water and spread around him. She smiled, watching his body convulse as it hit the water with a splash.

She stared at the motionless body, then began to weep. Ezekiel wrapped his arm around her. All the emotional energy of the last eight months came out as tears of rage turned to tears of joy. 

Tears of justice.

The old man’s mouth turned up at the edges. “You did it.”

Biting her lip to keep control, she replied, “We did it.”

Laughter echoed behind them. “Fools. You’ve done nothing!”

They spun and found Adrien standing where he had just laid as if dead. His purple robes whipped in the cruel night air. With his left hand, he reached across his body and grabbed a fistful of the fabric. He tore the robe and exposed his body, clad in beautiful armor. The metal pulsed with the blue light of magitech. In his right hand spun the brightest ball of energy she had ever seen a magician wield.

“Like I said, I am the future.” As he launched the sphere of power at Hannah, her eyes opened wide.

“No!” Ezekiel shouted, and just before impact, he threw his body between her and the missile.

She shielded her eyes as light burst in every direction. Once it cleared, she crumpled down at her fallen master’s side. 

“Ezekiel,” Hannah whispered in his ear. She listened for breath and felt for a pulse.

Nothing.

Gone. 

Just like Will.

She gently placed his head on the smooth stone rooftop.

“Now that I have officially taken them all from you, darling,” Adrien scoffed, “it is time to finish this tedious game of ours.”

Her heart pounded in her head, its rhythm increasing by the second. She tried to focus, but the rage was too great. It spread through her body, and she could feel the power building in her. It threatened to consume her, but she didn’t let it go. Every particle of her being cried out to finish the man who had ruined her life.

Slowly, she crawled to her feet. A scream like that of a demon roared from her mouth, as if the power inside had taken over. Without even a twist of the wrist, she aimed her open palm at Adrien, and pure red energy erupted from it. 

He held up a hand to block it but it powered through his shield, crashing against his shoulder. 

He staggered backward as she took another step forward. Her eyes were bright enough to light the night. He launched a spear of ice toward her, but she swatted it aside like it was fly. She raised her other hand and fired again. This blast took Adrien in the side, sending him spinning.

He pushed himself to his feet, coughing blood. 

“You bitch!” he screamed. “Don’t you know who I am? Don’t you know what I can do?”

She looked at him like he was a rabid dog. “You are nothing and no one. And you can die.”

With a shout of rage, he raised both of his hands and sent forth a stream of blue light. Hannah raised her hand and a blast powerful enough to level mountains left her arm.

For an instant, she saw the look of horror on his face as her energy dwarfed his own, swallowing it whole. 

“Oh, shit,” he whispered as her power ripped him to pieces, sending what remained of his body over the tower roof into the night.

The light faded from Hannah’s eyes, and she gasped, taking in air. She fell to her knees, afraid she was going to pass out. That was a power like she had never felt before.

She turned toward her teacher and crawled to his side. Tears fell from her cheeks into his grey hair and beard. 

She swept his body into her arms and rocked him. “Oh, Ezekiel…”

“Ezekiel? You’ve never called me that before.” Hannah jumped when the voice broke through their embrace.

She scurried away from the body, afraid that some curse had taken over his form.

Propping himself up on an elbow, the old man looked at her.

“You’re…you’re…alive?”

“We can’t say as much for the Chancellor, now can we?” He gave her a slight nod. “Remind me never to cross you. That was some scary shit. The girl from the Boulevard might know no bounds.”

“But how—”

He raised a hand and she stopped. Groaning, he sat up, shaking the dust from his robe. “That night your brother died, I felt a power in you greater than I had ever seen. I needed to see it used, needed to know what you could do. I figured this was the easiest way to find out. Remember our meditations, Hannah? A simple trick can unlock the greatest door.”

The joy of his survival turned to anger at his deception. She gritted her teeth as the power continued to course through her.

Holding up both hands, Ezekiel said, “Now, now. Breathe. Calm yourself before you split me in two.”

“I have a mind to,” she spat as she stood over him. 

His eyes softened. “He would have beaten us, child. You and me both. I did the only thing I could. I’m a teacher, first and foremost. Not a fighter. So I did what I could to teach you, and you did the rest.”

Hannah walked over and stared into the darkness of the night. A group of Guards and nobles had gathered at the base of the tower. Someone pointed up at her, and without a word they turned and ran in every direction.

A smile spread on her face. 

It was finished.

“That was for you, Will.” And for once she prayed, thanking the Matriarch for helping her find justice.


Epilogue



 “I thought I had lost you,” Parker said, taking Hannah’s hand in his own. 

After defeating Adrien on the roof and taking time to chew out Ezekiel’s ass for playing possum while she did the real work, she had been ushered off to a room in her old residence hall to get some sleep.

The new power had taken its toll, and she remained unconscious for nearly two days, undisturbed by anything in Irth. It was the sound of music and laughter that finally drew her from the bed and into the quad, where the people of Arcadia, no longer divided by class or quarter, celebrated their victory. The Battle for Arcadia was finally over.

Most of the battle had been won by Adrien’s death. As the news spread throughout the city, most of those loyal to him fled in fear for their lives. A few, half-foolish and half-bold, tried to hold their ground, but the axes of the rearick and the weapons of the factory men made short work of them. 

And once the city was secure, the eating, drinking, and dancing began.

Hannah, still worn out from the fight, rested her head on Parker’s shoulder. “Going to take more than one wizard to keep me away from you, douche nugget.”

“Is that right?” He raised his eyebrow and laid a gentle kiss on her forehead as he smoothed her hair.

Sal thumped his big scaly tail on the ground as he pressed between them, pushing the young man aside. She laughed and gave the dragon a hug.

The three of them sat like that in the corner of the room, watching the revelry around them. 

Karl swaggered over, ale spilling over the edge of his oversized goblet. “Scheisse! Get a room,” he slurred, dropping himself into a chair across from them.

Hannah smiled at her friend. “Sal is perfectly happy sleeping down here, you grumpy shit.”

He raised his glass to her and drank his unspoken toast.

One by one the rest of the team joined them, and Ezekiel hobbled over at last.

Laurel sat close to Gregory, both leaning back against the wall by the fire. Hannah snuck him a wink and a secret thumbs-up. He smiled awkwardly and pushed back his kinky black hair. 

Ezekiel pulled out his pipe, prepared it, and began to smoke, his eyes watching the rings. Finally, he raised his own glass. “To Arcadia and to the Matriarch!”

They repeated it after him and took generous drinks.

“Aye, and I’ll drink to the old Bastard as well,” Karl snorted as he finished his cup.

“And to Hannah,” Gregory said, and they all followed suit.

Amelia cleared her throat. “So, we’ve waited long enough. Who is going to tell us the full story?” Her eyes cut from Ezekiel to Hannah. “We’ve been waiting to hear it for days.”

Hannah pointed to Ezekiel. “He is. I was incapacitated for most of it and lied to through the rest.”

Ezekiel tilted his head at her. “It would be an honor.” 

He started his story, but Hadley interrupted. “No images, Master Wizard?”

“Not for this one. It is hard enough to relive with words.”

Ezekiel told the story slowly, skipping a few pieces but exaggerating all the parts that deserved embellishment. His audience was enthralled by the story and his ability to craft a tale.

“How much of that is shite?” Karl asked as he poured another round.

Shifting in his seat, Ezekiel answered the rearick. “Every story holds an ounce of truth.”

“And a ton of bullshit,” the rearick quipped. They all laughed along with him.

“There is another story,” Ezekiel continued. “One that has not yet been told in full.”

Hannah propped her feet on Sal’s back and eased deeper into the couch. She couldn’t imagine much that Ezekiel hadn’t told her in all their many hours together.

“I’ve never told any of you,” he pointed at Hannah, “even her, why I actually returned to Arcadia.”

Hannah raised her eyebrows. She had always assumed that Ezekiel had returned to bring justice back to the streets, to build the city he had always dreamed of.

“In truth, I didn’t come back to save Arcadia. Hell, I hardly knew the shape it was in. In fact, I returned to ask Adrien for assistance in a mission more important than the one we have just completed.”

What the hell?” Hannah blurted. 

“It’s true. But thankfully I have found companions who, all together at least, are far stronger than anything Adrien may have offered even if he hadn’t become a shitbrained madman.”

He paused, both for a drink and to build tension.

“The world currently faces its greatest threat. You have all heard the legends about the Oracle Lilith. She was the one who taught me magic, and her wisdom makes even Gregory here look like a baby. She has the power to bring true peace and prosperity, not just to Arcadia, but throughout Irth. She can give us a world better than we’ve ever known.”

He took another drink, and Hannah thought she could see fear in his eyes. “But she is locked in battle against a darkness viler than any you could conceive, a darkness that would destroy this world once and for all if it prevailed. I have spent most of my life helping her fight that darkness.”

He paused, letting the room consider his words. 

“So why did you leave her?” Hannah finally asked.

Ezekiel looked at his new student, tears welling in his eyes. “Because she is dying.”

Someone audibly gasped, and the rest sat stunned.

“No, I didn’t return to save Arcadia. I came for help. I need a power greater than my own. I need a team strong enough to face darkness and come out smiling on the other side.” 

They all leaned in as he paused once more. He scanned the circle, looking intently at every pair of eyes. 

Then, with a cunning grin, he asked, “Friends, will you help me save Lilith? Will you help me save the world?”


Arcadians 
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Author Notes - Lee Barbant

Written 06/02/17




Hot damn! Was that ending as satisfying for you as it was for me? Maybe I’m a little biased. 

 

Either way, thank you so much for sticking with this arc until the end, and thank you for reading these notes too. 

 

I know that some of you felt like Adrien’s defeat was long overdo (I’m pretty sure Michael is included in that group), but we couldn’t kill off the Chancellor until Arcadia was ready, and by the way they all responded during the battle, I’d say the Arcadians were chomping at the bit to see that guy get blasted off the roof. 

 

Now the real question is….what’s next? The answer to that question is a whopper. But more on that in a second.

 

As I’m writing these notes, I’m also trying to rock a baby to sleep. That’s right, Baby Barbant has now joined the world, and contrary to the sage counsel of one of my writing partners...the little guy has not helped my authorial productivity. Actually—sorry. I’ve got to go change a diaper. 

 

I’m back. The diaper is clean, the baby is quiet, and Adrien is dead. The world’s in order. 

 

My life has been a little hectic as of late, and fatherhood is only partially to blame. The rest of the chaos has to do with what we’re planning on doing now that the Chancellor has been dethroned. What do you do once you’ve defeated the villain? 

 

The answer to that has several parts.

 


  	Hannah and some of her team are going on a quest. It’s a direction we’ve been planning for a while, but we, like Ezekiel, wanted to wait until Adrien was dead before we revealed it. That quest will take Hannah away from the city she loves. It will showcase new parts of the world, and it will hopefully shed some more light on what happened before the Age of Magic. Chris, Michael, and I are going to have a blast telling that story. 






  	“But wait,” you might be saying. “Lee only said that some of Hannah’s team was questing. What’s happening to the others?” Glad you asked. After releasing Restriction, it became pretty clear that the Age of Magic had too much potential to leave in the hands of one series. So we’ve partnered with a number of talented authors to help us showcase other parts of the world. (As of me writing this, Justin Sloan’s Shades of Light is blowing up on Amazon. You should check it out if you haven’t gotten the chance). Two of those new authors are going to help take the places and characters we’ve established in the Rise of Magic and go deeper with those stories. Curious about the Druids? Interested in what dangers are going to effect Arcadia as it tries to rebuild? Me too. Luckily for me, and you, Candy Crum is on the case. Or, are you interested to know what impact the Battle for Arcadia had on the Heights? Well our friend Amy Hopkins has a story for you. All of these books (and more) will be dropping in the next several months, so be sure to keep an eye on the Age of Magic Facebook page (or you can sign up for the Age of Magic email list). While I’m following Hannah’s journey, Candy and Amy will take some of our characters and run with them in way cooler directions than Chris or I could have. 





Alright, I’ve got to wrap this up. Mrs. Barbant is giving me those, “I think we have another diaper to change” eyes. I’ve got to say, I’m getting pretty good at it. 

 

Peace (for Arcadia and all of Irth),

 

Lee




Want a free book from Chris and Lee? Sign up for their newsletter and get a copy of The Devil's Due: 




https://www.subscribepage.com/chris_and_lee


Author Notes - Chris Raymond

Written 06/02/17




Scheisse! That was fun!

I’m sitting in an Air BnB in Calgary as I write these notes. My wife is sleeping, so I slipped away for some last-minute work to get the Arcadian adventure wrapped up and ready to ship!

Traveling is important for Mrs. Raymond and I. As often as possible, we pack a week’s worth of life into backpacks and hit the road (more often the air) to set off on adventures.

These new beautiful people and breathtaking places have shaped our lives and our imaginations. 

A few days ago, we hiked the Canadian Rockies in Banff and then settled in on a patio at Nourish, a cool little vegan place where the pitchers of Sangria are bigger than Karl’s hammer and the people are kinder than Maddie.

As we hiked those big ass mountains, I imagine myself in the Heights… just waiting to turn a corner and find the temple sitting among the jutting rocks or to run into a load of rearick in Craigston.

I guess our travels don’t only shape our books, our books actually shape our travels!

Getting back to Arcadia…

Revolution was the hardest of the first arc to write. We were doing something new. It was a bit of a battle book all along—one seasoned with team building, character struggle, the demise of our biggest baddie, and, yes, more dick jokes.

Lee already mentioned this (as have some of our fans), but it was a relief, for me as a writer, to finally watch Adrien fall. The man was a real evil ass. And although he may have hung on longer than a few of you wanted, it made his death much sweeter!

Although the arc is finished, Hannah, Ezekiel, and their friends have A LOT of work to do… as do Lee, Michael, and I—but this work is so sweet!

Arc two of the Rise of Magic is already in the planning stages, and soon, I’ll start putting pen to paper (erm… fingers to keypad). 

But our pre-Kurtherian fans also need a nip of love, so we’re going to finish up book three of the Jack Carson series (we think you’d like that too) before returning to the quest. I promise, it won’t be long!

Until then, there is PLENTY of other Kurtherian books to read, including many more on the horizon in the Age of Magic! 

And now, it’s time for a slow, lazy breakfast and a long arduous hike.

We love you all and glad you’ve joined the journey!

 

Cheers,

Chris




Want a free book from Chris and Lee? Sign up for their newsletter and get a copy of The Devil's Due: 




https://www.subscribepage.com/chris_and_lee


Author Notes - Michael Anderle

Written June 2, 2017




As always, THANK YOU for not only reading this book but (all of these) author notes as well.




I’m not going to belabor the Adrien comment about his death (like Han Solo shot first, that chancellor bastard needed to go…just saying.)




Since I didn’t belabor the point (smirk) I want to admit a couple of things.




One - I’ve grown two sizes recently. (No, not my weight… Although to be fair, I have actually ‘grown’ and want to drop from a 38 back to at least a 34.)




Rather, I grew two sizes as an entrepreneur and a teacher.  With the help of you, the fans, we are expanding the Kurtherian Gambit Universe (as one fan said) “into a real Universe.”  I took their comment to mean it was being fleshed out in such a way that readers could truly see the parts coming together and that is a COOL feeling for me.




For one reason, it means we are successful tying shit together.  The second is while most series (not all for all people, for sure) are starting to make sense.




TIMELINE : http://www.kurtherianbooks.com/timeline_jeff   (check back, we are updating it as we realize we didn’t explain stuff well to our Artist or we figured out we explained incorrectly.)




Generally speaking, we have two ages (Magic and Expansion) that represent Earth and Outer Space in the future, past Bethany Anne’s first 21 books (of which I’m writing #17 right now.




So, some stories are written in the future of the stories for Bethany Anne who won’t be available to read for a few months as I finish them.  Which means the past stories are to be finished in the future as I write this now.




Damn, that seems convoluted. 




Either way, there are five more Bethany Anne books before we close out TKG, and when that happens, we are at the end of the stories planned for The Second Dark Ages (the time from WWDE to The Age of Madness on Earth.)




Right now, there are no less than twelve series being worked on in The Kurtherian Gambit Universe.  We have five series inside The Age of Magic right now.  As those bear fruit, we will see what we want to accomplish and you, as readers, want to read.




Send some feedback to us on the Facebook page(s) about what you would like to discover in the Age of Magic, and how it seems our future, became our past…




Thanks to technology.




We can’t be blessed to do what we do, without you enjoying and supporting the stories as you have so far, so from the bottom of my heart, THANK YOU.




Without readers and fans, we have no future.




Ad Aeternitatem, 




Michael


Also by CM Raymond and LE Barbant:




Steel City Heroes Saga




The Catalyst

https://www.amazon.com/Catalyst-Steel-City-Heroes-Book-ebook/dp/B01EQRDRTI/




The Crucible

https://www.amazon.com/gp/product/B01FX5RO5U/




The Casting

https://www.amazon.com/Casting-Steel-City-Heroes-Book-ebook/dp/B01I60N3AO/




Jack Carson Stories




The Devil’s Due

https://www.amazon.com/Devils-Jack-Carson-Story-Book-ebook/dp/B01MRR24I2/




The Devil’s Wager

https://www.amazon.com/Devils-Wager-Jack-Carson-Story-ebook/dp/B01MZJ0JIU/




The Devil You Know (Coming April 2017)




Don’t miss a single release by Barbant and Raymond. Sign up for news and giveaways:

http://www.subscribepage.com/smokeandsteelnews




Come hang out on the Rise of Magic Facebook page:

http://www.facebook.com/TheAgeofMagic




Website:

www.smokeandsteel.com


Books by Michael Anderle

For a complete list of books by Michael Anderle, please visit: 




www.lmbpn.com/ma-books/




All LMBPN Audiobooks are Available at Audible.com and iTunes




To see all LMBPN audiobooks, including those written by Michael Anderle please visit:




www.lmbpn.com/audible




Michael Anderle Social




Website: 

http://kurtherianbooks.com/ 




Email List:

http://kurtherianbooks.com/email-list/ 




Facebook Here: 

https://www.facebook.com/TheKurtherianGambitBooks/ 
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